
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
    MORPHIC ICE 
 
    Book 2 
 
    The Crystal College 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Nathaniel Sullivan 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Publisher’s Note 
 
    © 2019 Nathaniel Sullivan. All rights reserved. 
 
    This book is a work of fiction. Characters, concepts, places, events, etcetera, are all a product of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual people or places or events, is purely coincidental. 
 
    Cover art by: Jeff Brown www.jeffbrowngraphics.com 
 
    First Edition, 2019 
 
    Any reprinting or reproduction of any part or whole of this book without the author’s written approval is subject to legal prosecution. 
 
    If you have questions/comments, or want to read more, feel free to contact the author. 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/NathanielSullivanBooks 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/Nathaniel-Sullivan/e/B00FVBOK8G 
 
    Newsletter: http://eepurl.com/dpzG95 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Books by Nathaniel Sullivan 
 
    ______________________________ 
 
      
 
    Morphic Ice 1 The Clockwork War 
 
    “A dangerous expedition. A war brewing in the clockwork cities. A legend of a powerful artifact. One man with a vision of peace. Nothing goes as planned.” 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07KPR2K7L 
 
      
 
    Morphic Ice 2 The Crystal College 
 
    “The alliance between the three clockwork cities has been betrayed. Nandor, the only man brokering for peace, is thought dead after his duel against Lord Viken.” 
 
      
 
    Morphic Ice 3 The Drake of Death  
 
    (Coming Soon) 
 
      
 
    The Epic of Garthel I-III 
 
    “Forced to abandon his family, trapped on the wrong side of a civil war, and unsure of who to trust, a young wanderer is caught in a bad way.”  
 
    https://www.amazon.com/Epic-Garthel-Parts-I-III-ebook/dp/B00FPLEUKA 
 
      
 
    The Epic of Garthel IV-VII 
 
    “A brilliant mastermind in a fantasy world gradually enacts his plan for world domination, drastically changing the lives of everyone. Some will try to stop him, others will try to aid him, but few will survive the struggle...” 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/Epic-Garthel-Parts-IV-VII-ebook/dp/B07BHFG3QC 
 
      
 
    Tales of Harrec the Mercenary 
 
    “Harrec has lived a long life. His story starts to the south, and to the east, and the west, and anywhere else a man can travel. He’s been to the coldest regions of slow death to the hottest places of worldly hell.” 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/Tales-Harrec-Mercenary-Nathaniel-Sullivan-ebook/dp/B0721PFXGF 
 
      
 
    The Penguin Who Said: “Enough!” 
 
    “Filled with exciting illustrations and clever rhymes, this book will entertain all who open it.” 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/Penguin-Who-Said-Enough/dp/1502952459 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1: Treachery and Death 
 
      
 
    And so Marr was taken into the heavens by the hand of his god. He flew into the sky like a bird and arose into the great eternal sky, where he landed on the lord’s most holy star. For those blessed by the god of Marr, will never know true death…  
 
    —The Book of Marr 
 
      
 
    The dying man lay sprawled between her arms, and she wept. 
 
    Several men from Lady Mikja’s personal guard removed both her and the body of Nandor from the battlefield, and then chaos ensued. But she was ignorant to all of it.  
 
    Save to tend Nandor’s wounds, Nixie did not act at all.  
 
    Back on the field, the men from the city of Froj were frantic. They gathered up the body of their fallen lord, and the generals fought over each other to lead the upcoming negotiations for the promised alliance. 
 
    But there were no upcoming negotiations, and the alliance was… changed. 
 
    Instead of splitting the Green Forest between the three cities as Nandor had been promised, Lady Mikja and Lord Grimbone joined forces and rallied their men together. It was not long before the army from the city of Froj was overrun. Most fled, running, skiing and screaming in terror. Those that were brave or dumb enough to stay and try to fight the opposing armies, were slaughtered. Soon, the icy battlefield was bloody, and Mikja and Grimbone were congratulating themselves on a smooth victory, and a valuable alliance. 
 
    Nix was oblivious to it all. She tried to wrap Nandor’s many wounds—the great gouge in his side that cut all the way to his spine—she did her best, through blurry eyes and trembling hands, but there was nothing to be done. He was dying. His eyes were shut tight and only faint, scattered breaths escaped his lips. 
 
    A figure approached over her shoulder and looked down at them both with pity. 
 
    “He’s dead, girl,” a woman’s voice said. 
 
    Nix shook her head, “No, no… h-he’s still breathing.” 
 
    “Maybe,” the woman allowed. “But his wounds are too great. He won’t live for long.” 
 
    Nix looked up from Nandor for the first time, and saw Lady Mikja staring down. “No. He isn’t like other people. He’ll live. He has to.” She clenched a fist as water streamed down her face, then she wiped the tears away, and looked back to Nandor’s body. He was held together by more bandages than flesh. His face was deathly pale, and so much blood had drained from his body that he looked half the size he had once been. 
 
    “I’ve seen many dying men. He won’t last. Leave him, and I’ll see to it that his suffering is done. I’ll even make sure he gets a proper burial.” 
 
    “No,” Nix didn’t have to think the word before she said it. There was no way she was releasing Nandor into Mikja’s care. If there was even a chance that he could live, she would take it. 
 
    “He cannot survive. It is the decent thing to do. If you truly care for Nandor, you’ll let me spare him his pain.”  
 
    “I’ll not let you even touch him!” Nix spat, her hand going to the dagger at her belt. 
 
    There was a pause—a brief moment where Mikja said nothing at all. Then, she spoke softer. “Very well. I’ll leave you to your grief.” The lady walked off, not even bothering to retrieve the dislodged sword she had lent Nandor for his duel. 
 
    After a minute, two men approached. “Girl,” the first man said, “where do you wish us to take him?” 
 
    Nix looked up to see royal guards dressed in blue and bronze-gold armor. Lady Mikja’s personal guard. “Y-y-you won’t try to hurt him?”  
 
    The guard sighed, saddened more by her hope than her words. “Why would we try to hurt a dead man? No, girl, we won’t hurt him. We’re under Lady Mikja’s orders. We are tasked with escorting you home…” He looked at her through a thoughtful frown. “If you have a home.” 
 
    “The healer!” she suddenly snapped, looking almost lively for the first time. “Take him to the healer!” 
 
    “A healer?” the guard exchanged a glance with his companion. “I wouldn’t bother, girl. He’s dead.” 
 
    “The healer in Froj! He’s a miraculous man! He can save him! I know it!” 
 
    The guards looked doubtful. “As you say.” They picked up Nandor and put him on a sleek sled. A body carrier. Then they discarded their colorful armor. “I don’t fancy the men in Froj seeing the colors of Winfrost… doubt that would be a peaceful encounter,” he muttered, then he turned to Nix. “You fit to lead the way?” 
 
    She nodded back, banking all her hopes on the healer’s abilities. Then she mounted her skis and led them to the city of Froj. 
 
    *** 
 
    Froj was in discord. The lord of the city was dead, and so was their claim to the Green Forest. The poor and the opportunistic raided and looted buildings, the wealthy clammed up with their personal guards inside their homes, and the working men tried their best to calm the streets or protect their families. Some fled the city. Perhaps they were the wise ones. Nix and her two escorts wound their way up Froj as quick and as quiet as they could, having no wish to draw attention to themselves. 
 
    They approached the healer’s home, and then the guards hurried away, abandoning both Nandor and the young woman on the doorstep. 
 
    Nix knocked loudly. “Cajorn! Cajorn! It’s Nix! With Nandor! We need a healer!” she called out desperately. 
 
    The door opened and she met a sword, pulsing with electric currents. It was an odd weapon, and she was surprised to see it in the hands of the elderly and small-bodied healer. “Oh, forgive me,” he hastily sheathed his sword as soon as he met Nix’s eyes. “Can’t be too careful with the war…” he explained, then he frowned as he gazed downwards at the body-carrier by her side. “Is that—no.” The healer was at a loss for words. He collapsed and then cried out, “Nandor!” His hands fumbled over the body, feeling every cut and slice that maimed it. “You fool, you poor fool…”  
 
    “He’s still breathing!” Nix hissed. “We must take him inside—quick! You can still save him!” 
 
    The healer put a hand under Nandor’s nose, and his eyes lit up. “Impossible…” He shot to his feet. “We must be fast! Drag the sled inside, Nix! Quickly! I have to prepare! Tools, potions, threads and needles!”  
 
    Cajorn rushed throughout his home like a madman, gathering up all his supplies around the operating table. They put his body on the table, and then he began to work. He removed Nandor’s clothes, and discarded the bandages Nix had wrapped around his body. He gasped, “Oh, Nandor…” His eyes looked away from the great wound. He had seen many sights in his many years of work, but rarely anything as bad. 
 
    “Just fix him!” Nix exclaimed. 
 
    “Girl, there are some wounds even the gods could not fix… and I am but a man.” Yet he ignored his own words and tended to him as best as he was able. He poured disinfectants, sewed, purged bile and sewed some more, then he injected Nandor with the potent essence of rek-root to keep his heart pumping, but he knew it would not be enough, and he told Nix to expect the worse. “He won’t last the night, girl. His liver, his spine, his ribs, all cut beyond repair. It is a miracle he is still breathing at all…” 
 
    His words did not matter to Nix. She pulled up a chair close to Nandor, and held his hand. “He’ll live.” 
 
    “No, he won’t,” the healer replied firmly, telling himself as much as the girl. “Were it not for his stubborn body, he would be dead already. But no one can fix a broken spine or a heavily sliced liver. Not even Nandor. The best we can do is comfort him as he passes.”  
 
    Nix looked to Cajorn. There were tears in his eyes. “There must be a way…” she pleaded. 
 
    “There is no way. Nothing known by any healer within the clockwork cities.” He cleaned his hands in a nearby sink and then sat a hand on Nix’s shoulder. “Stay by his side. Keep him warm. There is nothing else I can do. I’m sorry.” His hand fell, and then he slowly shuffled up the stairs to his bedroom. “Goodnight, Nix,” he whispered back, and then, he muttered something else, so faint that she could barely hear it, “and goodbye, Nandor, my dear friend…” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2: The Disappearance 
 
      
 
    Nothing living stays stagnate. Movement is life. If you do not keep moving, how can you ever become that which you are meant to be? How can you ever find that which you seek? The tea that lingers in the cup for too long will grow mold and become rotten. Everything must remain in motion. Survival itself is adaptation. 
 
    —The Book of Marr 
 
      
 
    Nix held Nandor’s hand, resolving to never let go. She checked his pulse and his breathing regularly, fearful that they would stop at any moment, yet he continued to live. 
 
    The hours dragged on through the night, and she heard terrible noises outside the healer’s home. Raiders and scavengers were prowling the dark, eager to take advantage of the chaos. 
 
    Luckily, the healer’s house was solid, and had a large door reinforced with iron. And there were only windows on the upper levels. It was a very practical design, and she found herself wondering if the healer had designed it that way intentionally. He was a morbidly practical man. 
 
    As the time passed, she did not hunger for food, but her stomach told her to eat. She was hesitant to leave Nandor’s body, so she ignored the feeling. 
 
    Nandor’s face was sweaty, and feverish, but his body was shivering. She looked around for a cloth to wet and clean him, but there was nothing nearby. Reluctantly, she released Nandor’s hand and walked to the kitchen. Her legs were shaky and weak—exhausted from the terrible day. She found a suitably clean rag near the sink, and cranked the water on high. 
 
    It was a high-pressure water-crank, and she hadn’t been expecting it to pour as quickly as it did. It shot from the sink and sprayed all over her and onto the floor before she was able to get the pressure under control. Then she wet the cloth thoroughly with a sigh. It had been a terrible day. It would be remembered as the worst day followed by the worst night she’d ever had. 
 
    She twisted the cloth so that it would only be damp enough to clean, and then she turned from the sink. 
 
    She paused. It was unusually quiet.  
 
    Suddenly her heart raced—she couldn’t hear Nandor’s breathing! 
 
    She had left him for just one moment—just one! 
 
    No—it couldn’t be! 
 
    She planted her foot firmly into the tile ground to rush beside him and check for life, but the ground was wet, and she hadn’t been expecting it.  
 
    She slipped, and fell hard. 
 
    Perhaps because her head was already injured from the yeti, or perhaps because it was a jarring hit, the world went blurry and wild thoughts fell in her mind as a raging waterfall. 
 
    Nandor… Nandor… 
 
    …please don’t die… 
 
    And then, the world went dark. 
 
    *** 
 
    She knew that something was terribly wrong when she woke up, but her mind was scattered, so she could not place exactly what it was. 
 
    A man was shaking her. He was an older man, probably in his mid-fifties. His face was gaunt, his hair was silver and cut unusually short, but he had a full beard that made him look very wise, and a pair of rounded glasses covering brown eyes that made him look smart. 
 
    “Cajorn?” she asked, speaking for the first time in hours. The name felt tart in her mouth. 
 
    “Yes, Nix! What happened? Did someone break in? Are you okay?” The healer’s words were frightfully fast—he was worried about something. 
 
    “I’m okay—it’s just my head… still tingles… everything is strange,” she murmured her reply, and then tried to look around. A rush of memories suddenly came to her, and she nearly jumped to her feet. “Nandor! Is he okay!” 
 
    Cajorn did not reply. 
 
    She scrambled upwards despite his protests, using the edge of the counter to lean on. Her eyes searched the room—it was exactly how it had been before she had passed out with the exception of one detail—Nandor was gone. 
 
    His body was no longer on the operation table. 
 
    No… 
 
    “What have you done with him?” she screamed at the healer. “Where is Nandor?” 
 
    Very slowly, the healer rose to meet her. “So,” he opened his mouth, speaking carefully, “you don’t know either?” 
 
    “What do you mean, either? Where is he? He must be somewhere! He can’t be dead!” 
 
    Then, the healer frowned. “It is strange, I’ll give you that. When I awoke early in the morning to check on him, I came downstairs and found you unconscious. Nandor was gone. That is as much as I know. It is very strange…” His frown grew deeper. 
 
    “He—he’s gone?” Thoughts escaped her. “What could have taken him?” 
 
    The healer shook his head. He did not know. “The front door is still locked, and none of the windows upstairs are broken. For lack of a better opinion, it is as if he disappeared… but how did you end up unconscious?” 
 
    “Oh… I slipped on the water. I was getting a rag to clean him with, he was so sweaty, so hurt… I had to do something…”  
 
    Suddenly she began to cry, and she did not know why. Maybe it was shame. Perhaps if she never left his body, he would still be there… everything would still be okay… 
 
    The healer’s lanky fingers awkwardly patted her shoulder. “There, there,” he attempted to comfort her. “Perhaps this is for the best? He wasn’t going to survive for long anyway, Nix. I know you wish he would have—but he wasn’t. That’s just a fact. Now he’s gone, and we don’t have to watch him suffer, lingering on as a husk of himself, dying a painful death, in a way, this may even be a blessing. Maybe this is somehow part of Marr’s plan.” 
 
    “Marr’s plan…” she muttered back, her eyes growing dark. Then she brushed off his hand. “Was it Marr’s plan too that Nandor should be betrayed? That he should be cut in so many pieces that he’s hardly recognizable? Was it also Marr’s plan that Froj should be barred from the Green Forest? And that Lady Mikja and Lord Grimbone should join forces and slaughter the defenseless men of Froj, outnumbering them two to one? Was that all part of Marr’s plan?” she hissed, looking bitterly into the healer’s unmoving gaze. “Tell me if you think it was, Cajorn—because if that is the god you follow then he sounds pretty cruel and thoughtless to me!” 
 
    The healer did not immediately reply. There was water dwelling at the edges of his soft brown eyes. “I cared for Nandor too, Nix,” was all he said. Then he turned away, and whispered softer. “But there is nothing we can do for him now. I have no idea where he is—it could be someone stole him, but I find that unlikely, as the door is locked and there are no signs of a break-in. It could be he walked out by himself, but I find that even more unlikely. His wounds were far too great, even for as strong of a man as he was. There is no way he walked out. So, for all I know, perhaps he was blessed by Marr. Perhaps he was taken directly into the heavens, to the most holy star, as those who are truly blessed are foretold.” 
 
    Anger, confusion, and frustration made Nix clench her tiny fists. The healer was far too eager to give up.  
 
    She would have none of it.  
 
    She shuffled through the room and searched carefully for any signs of strange happenings. The operation table was still stained with Nandor’s blood, and there were dried drops of blood from the doorway to the table—but they were most likely there from where the sled had initially dragged him inside. Everything else was the same as the night before. There was no obvious tampering. Only Nandor’s body and his bag of supplies were gone. The last bit was strange. If he was kidnapped, or taken into the sky by some god, it seemed unlikely that his bag would vanish with him. 
 
    But a dark thought hit her mind, and she turned to the healer, not bothering to hide the accusation in her voice. “You,” she said. “You took him, didn’t you?” It was the most likely option she could think of. 
 
    Yet the healer did not appear as a man caught in a lie. He simply shook his head, and spoke firmly. “I did not take him. If it will help you find some measure of peace, think what you desire. But I had nothing to do with Nandor’s disappearance.” 
 
    Nix let out a frustrated noise, and seized her coat from the counter. Then she spun on her heels and made for the door. 
 
    “Where are you going, girl?” The healer called after her. 
 
    “I’m going to find Nandor! Obviously! You may be willing to let your friend vanish and pin it on your god—but I’ll not partake in your delusions of mistaken false comfort! No! I’m going to find Nandor, and learn the truth!” 
 
     “Girl—Nix!” the healer shouted as she opened the door. “Don’t be a fool! He was a dead man anyway! Dead! You can’t spend your life trying to save the dead! You can’t!” 
 
    But she ignored him, and slammed the door shut. The chill air of Froj surrounded her, and suddenly she felt very alone.  
 
    A small, vulnerable young woman, by herself on the streets of a chaotic war-torn city. 
 
    Perhaps the healer was right.  
 
    Perhaps she was being a fool. 
 
    But she knew she had to try anyway. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3: A City on the Verge 
 
      
 
    Why do most people never live their true life? Why do most people never become who they were meant to be—the person they envisioned becoming since they were small children—their best selves.  
 
    In my experience, there are a multitude of reasons. Primarily, most people would rather live in denial. They would rather perpetuate their suffering for a short-term gain rather than work for the benefits of long-term improvement. It is easier to say that it is hopeless. It is easier to say that it can’t be done. Why work for an unachievable task? 
 
    It is this which ruins most lives. The perception of hopelessness. Giving up before even beginning. 
 
    —The Journal of Nandor 
 
      
 
    The remaining city guards tried to maintain a measure of order in Froj, but it was a lackluster success. Opportunists still looted, and workers did not bother to go to their jobs. Taverns and inns and businesses of all sorts were either packed and headed out of the city or bared-up tight. But at least there were not open murders on the streets. 
 
    It was by no means a safe place to travel, but it was better than it had been the night before… the night that Froj had lost the battle, and with it, any promise of owning a piece of the Green Forest. 
 
    It was just as Nandor had predicted—the rich were packing up, with hired mercenaries to guarantee them safe passage. They were headed to one of the other cities where the bounty of the Green Forest would be reaped and harvested for the wealthy—either Winfrost or Norda. 
 
    Froj was to become the backwater city—the city where the poor, the ill, the wounded, the unfortunate and the weak would be forced to fester. Of course the shrewd and the rich would flee, just as a rat jumps from a sinking ship. 
 
    It was an uncertain time. With the death of Lord Viken, and no direct heir to replace him, leadership was lacking. The surviving generals and advisors did not wish to take his place as lord—they were either shamed from their defeat or fleeing to another city. Viken had many daughters, but none had been granted the right to be his successor, as he was waiting on a son to give his blessing to. 
 
    As best as Nix could tell, it appeared that only the civic guard captain was keeping the city from falling into utter chaos. She did not know the man personally, but perhaps he was one of the few good souls genuinely trying to keep the peace. She found herself thankful that such a man existed as she searched for Nandor. 
 
    But it was hard to look for a man who there was no sign of. By all rights, Nandor should be dead, or lying on the operations table back at the healer’s home… it made no sense that he was gone, but she refused to let the confusion overwhelm her journey. 
 
    Nandor had always been a focused man—a man who accomplished his mission by not letting anything else blind him on his path. She promised herself that she would be the same. But she had nothing to work from—nothing at all. No trail, no leads, not even a good guess. So she wandered the streets senselessly, like an invalid trying to find her way home. 
 
    All day she wandered through the city. She observed strange sights, tried to ask any guards if they had seen Nandor, or a body that resembled anything like him, but she was either ignored or told to find shelter until the city had settled. 
 
    It was probably wise advice.  
 
    She knew that there were those who might look to take advantage of her in the uncertain times. But she simply clutched the dagger on her belt tight, and continued searching onward. She was not totally defenseless, and anyway, her life seemed to matter little in comparison to her goal. 
 
    She knew Nandor was somewhere—it was just a matter of finding him. 
 
    Marr did not take him up into the heavens—that was nonsense. There had to be a real explanation, and she would not rest until she found it. 
 
    *** 
 
    The day was drawing to a close, and she found herself standing before the entrance to the Crystal College. She did not know why. Perhaps instinct had kicked in, and subconsciously told her to seek shelter for the night, or perhaps her feet had simply carried her to the place she was most familiar with. 
 
    Either way, the wide stone bridge was underneath her, leading up to the crystal gates. Spiraling towers from the lead headmasters rooms were visible from the outside, but little more. She approached slowly, the cold, humid air drawing steam from her breath. She hugged her coat tight around her body to trap in more warmth—a necessity in the uncertain times. The power in the city underworks were set to low, making the chilly mountain city even colder than normal with no heat or pressurized steam to fog and entrap heat. 
 
    With a violet gloved fist, she knocked on the gate three times with all her might.  
 
    There was no response. Perhaps everyone in the college had fled. Most of the kids and headmasters came from wealthy families. Wealthy families could afford to bribe their way into a safer city. 
 
    But if the college was abandoned, she would not know what to do. She had no other home to go to.  
 
    It was eerily quiet. No bandit or opportunist was brave enough to try to rob from the college. Although the college wasn’t particularly well-defended, the elemental magicians and mystics were renowned for having terrible powers. Powers to burn men alive or make them lose their minds—these were exaggerations, largely, but the commoners and low-born were still fearful of ancient tales.  
 
    She knocked again, and eventually the door creaked open. 
 
    A timid looking man peaked through the gate, holding a sword. She recognized him, but he didn’t recognize her. 
 
    “Dobry?” she asked, finding it strange that he was the one guarding the gates. He was slender, pale, and almost sickly-looking. He might have been a good scholar, but he was no guard. 
 
    “Do I know you?” Dobry snipped back, still holding his rapier defensively. 
 
    “I’m a student of the college!” Nix huffed, “You should at least recognize me!” She fumbled to undue the buttons on her coat around her neck, and then pinched up the shimmering blue bow tied to her blouse, “See?” 
 
    Dobry examined the bow with a critical eye, then, convinced, he nodded quickly, “Okay, okay, come on in…” 
 
    She walked within the college walls and sighed in relief. Standing behind Dobry a man held one of his hands to a powerful elemental conductor, powered by a central fire. So, Dobry was just the face, not the guard… It made much more sense now. 
 
    If someone had broken passed the feeble Dobry, they would have faced an elementalist flaming them with fire. Even if he wasn’t a powerful elementalist, it was still a good deterrent. 
 
    “What’s it like outside the college walls? Is the city safe?” Dobry scampered up to Nix’s side, suddenly eager to question her further. 
 
    She walked to the large central fire, and removed her gloves to warm her fingers. “It’s safer than it was last night, but still, I wouldn’t call it safe,” she replied. 
 
    Dobry sat with her beside the fire on the crystal bench. “Do you know what happened at the war over the Green Forest? Did we truly lose? Did Lady Mikja and Lord Grimbone join forces and betray the agreement?” 
 
    Nix nodded gently at his questions, and then closed her eyes at the memory. “It was over fast. Nandor tried his best to have the cities split the forest in three equal parts, but Mikja and Grimbone lied during negotiations. I think they might have planned it from the beginning. I think our city was doomed from the start. They always intended to betray Lord Viken, and Nandor just made it a little more convenient.” 
 
    Dobry looked to the ground, taking in the news with a heavy heart. “Then Froj… our city… it’s true. We will die.” 
 
    Nixie shifted her gaze to the small man by her side, and gave a sympathetic look. In another situation, she might have tried to comfort him, but she had enough worries of her own. “Are any of the headmasters still here?” 
 
    The young scholar shrugged, “Some. A few.” 
 
    “What about Grandmaster Forojen?” 
 
    “Yes,” Dobry replied immediately. “He has not abandoned us. He is not at the college, but in a meeting with Viken’s daughters and wives. I think headmaster Benjfrost is with him. They are trying to determine what is to be done with the city. Who will rule.” 
 
    Nix managed to feel some measure of reassurance. If Grandmaster Forojen Dorgenja was still working to save the city, then all hope was not lost. He was a powerful man. Perhaps he could somehow make the best of the grim situation. 
 
    Dobry did not share her thoughts. “We have no heir to the city. No leader, no green forest, nothing. It’s hopeless.” 
 
    “If that’s how you feel, you can always flee like the rest of the rich lords and ladies,” the elementalist guarding the gate snapped. 
 
    Dobry shook his head. “I have nowhere to go. I did not get to be a scholar by my patronage. I have no family. No riches. No city would let me in.” He looked around the crystal buildings. “This is the closest thing I have to a home.” 
 
    “Me as well,” Nix said softly. 
 
    “So the poor and the misfits are now the guardians of the crystal college? Ha!” the elementalist laughed sadly. “Perhaps our city is doomed.” 
 
    Nix asked them both if they had seen any signs of Nandor, or anyone carrying a body, or anything strange at all that might somehow explain his disappearance. 
 
    They hadn’t. 
 
    She sighed, put on her gloves, and wished them well in their vigilant guard. Then she climbed up through the blue crystal street to the lower student housing, and found her small one-room abode two floors up. 
 
    It was a cozy place—draped in colorful and extravagant cloth that she’d stolen from the market in what felt like a lifetime ago. There was a standing shower and tub for cleaning, and a slightly altered Froj-styled nest for a bed. Blankets, covers, feathers and wool lined it to keep out even the harshest of cold. She discarded her first and second layer of clothes, and then curled up in her nest, and closed her eyes. 
 
    It was a comfortable home for a small person such as herself, but she felt no comfort on that day. She might have cried, but it seemed as if all the tears had already been drained from her eyes, so, instead, she dwelled on her failures, and, after a long time, slept. 
 
    The death of Nandor plagued her dreams. 
 
    The cuts to his leg, arm and waist, the sword lodged into his spine… 
 
    His face was thin and his body was shivering. He was unnaturally pale. 
 
    She tried to hold onto him, but his body vanished from her arms, fading into the air and then up into the sky. 
 
    Then she awoke in a cold sweat, and cried. 
 
    For the first time, she realized that even if she somehow found his body, Nandor was truly dead. 
 
    Nothing could bring him back. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4: Poor Stewardship 
 
      
 
    Can objects absorb their surroundings? Does the stuffed bear hugged by a frightened child ever become more than a simple object? According to my research, such an influx of emotional transfer may shape more than people. Well-loved or particularly hated buildings, trinkets, baubles and figurines have been reported to almost “come alive” with energy, according to attuned mystics such as myself. We can sense what the walls have heard. We can feel what the child hugging the stuffed bear once felt. 
 
    But is there any more to this power? Can objects ever actually “come alive” in full? Certainly, there are robotic beings that are arguably, “alive,” but they require mystic energy to run in the first place.  
 
    And some bots, even require a full human soul, draining an entire body into a terrible empty husk for the sake of a mechanical slave. A terrible, unnatural practice. Yet, it does cause me to wonder, what would happen if a soul was transferred into an “alive” object? Would it, too, become more than it was? It is a question I cannot allow myself to answer. For as long as I am here, I will never tolerate the transfer of human souls at the college. The risk is too great. The monstrosities it inevitably creates are too terrible. I have seen what happens to Jack-Bots with human souls. To warp a human’s energy into a mechanical creation, with no pumping heart to guide it, can only result in horror. 
 
    It is never pretty. 
 
    — Grandmaster Forojen’s Public Studies 
 
      
 
    Humans are strange creatures, the Jack-Bot thought, dragging the sled up the streets. So fragile, so misunderstood.  
 
    Odd to think that I used to be one of them… 
 
    It had a large task in front of it, and it knew it. Perhaps an impossible task. 
 
    From the outskirts of the plateau where the battle over the Green Forest had commenced, it had observed the brief war through a binocular lens. 
 
    It had observed Nandor’s duel, and critiqued his flaws and poor swordsmanship with an inner monologue of its own. 
 
    Too aggressive… Oops! No, too slow. Ah! There—nope. Bad, bad form. He should have blocked that! No! No, well, I suppose it was just his shoulder, nothing too bad… oops! Never mind. That was his leg. To the bone. Yikes. Oooh! That was his stomach—bet his spongy insides felt that! What’s he doing? Why can’t he get up? Oh, right, humans bleed. They feel pain. Funny. I suppose he’s lost then… wait… he’s getting up? I guess he’s quite a strong human. Oh—he’s charging? What’s his plan? He is too slow to win the duel. Poor programing—I mean training. Wait—did that sword go all the way to his central nerve? His spine? And he’s still going? Wow. Impressive. I bet even a clank-bot would have fallen from that blow. Oh! Wow! And he’s plunging his sword into Lord Viken! Good on ‘em! Jolly good thrust! All the way to the hilt! Nice! That will be one dead human! Goodbye Sir Viken! Ha!  
 
    Oh… I suppose Nandor will be dead too though. That’s a lot of blood… how… indecent… 
 
    From then it had decided that it would do it’s best to repair Nandor. Nandor had helped it, after all, and the least it could do was repay the debt it owed him. 
 
    After retrieving suitable organs from another somewhat… unwilling… human, the bot had scanned the environment of the empty field, trying to find where Nandor’s body had gone. It followed the trail of his blood to the steps of a nice home, dragging a sled and a bucket filled with ice and a fresh liver behind him. 
 
    Then it set to opening the door in the best way it knew how. It pulled up its left arm, detached the saw and replaced it with gentle metal prongs suitable for probing. Then it undid the lock, and swung the door open. 
 
    Nandor was lying inside. His body was sprawled across an operation table, and he was still breathing faintly. The bot looked around the room, and saw no one else. 
 
    It shrugged, and walked up to Nandor. 
 
    “My friend, I have plans for you…” it chuckled, patting the man’s shoulder with a metal hand. “Never fixed a broken human before,” it admitted to the unconscious man, “but I think it can be done… just need some replacement parts, some welding with bones to metal, perhaps something else, but I’ll figure it out. I’ll put you together like a broken puzzle if I have too!” 
 
    A soft moan from the nearby kitchen caused the bot to turn its head. A girl was lying on the ground, cradling her head. The bot took of its top hat and lowered it in shame. “Poor, poor stewardship. The female can’t even be bothered to properly tend to her damaged mate. She wiggles and wobbles on the ground instead. Disgraceful.” The bot turned back to Nandor, and unceremoniously rolled his body onto its sled. Then it grabbed Nandor’s bag full of gear just in case they would need the extra supplies. “Let’s get you out of here, Nandor. I can take far better care of you, I assure you. Far better…”  
 
    The bot dragged Nandor in its sled out the door, and locked it back behind them. 
 
    “We’ve got lots to do, Nandor! Lots to do…” It grinned eagerly, looking down at the dying man. “This is going to be fun. You humans are born far too squishy and brittle. I’m going to make you so much… better.” 
 
    The flaming eyes burned brighter on the bots face, and it reattached it’s saw to prepare for the worst. “But first, we’ve got to get out of this falling city…” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5: Back at the College 
 
      
 
    Although there are minor settlements elsewhere, the Clockwork Cities are the largest dwellings of humans in the Crystal South. The three cities dwell on three different resource-rich mountain tops, overlooking the Paradise Valley.  
 
    One thing that all of the cities have in common, is a struggle to supply enough food. There has not been a green forest nearby in over a decade. Ice fields produce little crops, and animal farms themselves have to be so wide and so vast that they are barely manageable, in order to allow the animals enough room to graze, dig up old preserved plant matter, and grow. Hunting can only substitute for so much, and prey animals are few and far between anywhere near the city lands. As the hunters say: “It is predator vs predator anymore,” Wolves grow larger and hunt bears and bears grow bolder and fight wolves. Worse monsters prey on them all. 
 
    As a safeguard against lean times, most families that can afford it, create and grow gardens of their own in their homes and back yards. As strange and insignificant as it may seem, within the walls of the clockwork cities is actually one of the best places to grow food. The temperatures are normally considerably warmer up on the mountain cities, thanks to the pressurized steam and grinding gears, and milting snow to water seems to irrigate the plants better than any ice field. Indeed, resourceful families dedicate their entire yard to growing wholesome food, and then sell it all at the marketplace to buy more of the less nutritious food grown in ice fields. This way, the wealthy may consume the best food for the higher price, while the commoners eat more of the common crops they can buy with the money they’ve made. 
 
    —Common Knowledge Volume II 
 
      
 
    Nix spent the following day questioning everyone at the college. She wasn’t making any progress in her search, and it seemed more hopeless than ever.  
 
    If only she had Nandor’s aura detecting spectacle, it would have been an easy task. She could have simply followed his brilliant blue sparkling light all the way to wherever he was. But his bag had disappeared with his body, making the priceless spectacle as lost as him. 
 
    Only half of the students were still on college grounds. The rest had fled to their families or to the other two cities. The students that were around, were worried, on edge, and knew far less than Nix. Most dismissed her questioning with anxious questions of their own.  
 
    Eventually, she gave up. Nobody had seen anything, least of all the students. Shut-ins and scholarly bores tend to lie low and clam-up fast.  
 
    Nix could understand. She wasn’t too different herself. 
 
    She grabbed a meal from the college cantina and sat near the central grounds. The day had warmed considerably throughout the evening. In the Crystal South days were rarely above freezing, even during the warm season, but inside the city it could get quite toasty, from time to time. When the gears beneath the streets were working hard or the clouds of steam created an especially dense fog of insulation, the city was almost warm enough for underclothes.  
 
    Even the wind was peaceful, allowing more fog and more insulation to build over the city. 
 
    Nix took off her coat and leaned against a pine tree as she ate. It was a mammoth-meat sandwich. Not tasty, but during hard times mammoth meat from the woolly mammoth farms was the cheapest and most readily available option. Food wasn’t scarce in Froj yet, but she knew it would be soon. The cantina was already cutting rations, and she was grateful to have what little she had. 
 
    The college grounds consisted of fourteen main buildings. Six crystalline towers were the headmasters from each realm of studies were allowed to reside, and hold private lessons in their individual expertise. Elementalists, mystics, enchanters, engineers, electricians, and scholars. Healers too—a sub-building attached along the scholar’s tower. Four main buildings, built primarily with stone, where the teachers and the main classes were held, two housing buildings, one up near the gardens, home to the wealthy students. The lower housing building was closer to the gates, where most students stayed. Then there was the museum, the library, and the cantina. 
 
    It was a beautiful place to be, even in uncertain times. There were plenty of trees and open grounds where students could relax, and glowing moon-stone lampposts and rumbling fountains to simulate tiny rivers. 
 
    The main gate was still shut tight, and Nix found herself waiting on the grandmaster’s return. Perhaps she could plead some information from him. Nandor had never called the grandmaster a friend, but she knew they at least had gotten along before the war. He had even been offered a position as headmaster, and accepted, but now… 
 
    She shuddered as she recalled his wounds. Somehow it will be okay… somehow… She tried to reassure herself. 
 
    Nandor’s words came to her mind, and with them, a bittersweet smile: Chase the positive thoughts, dear girl. Chase them to the ends of the world, and never let them go. The negative thoughts will die if you merely neglect them. 
 
    It was easier said than done. Especially now that the man who had said them was gone. What would Nandor do, in her place?  
 
    He would continue searching, undoubtedly. He had always followed his gut, although he had called it the will of Marr. She would do the same, to whichever end it meant. 
 
    Her life as a student had never been fulfilling. It wasn’t until Nandor had found her that her life made any measure of sense at all. The least she could do was continue his teachings. She would never have his strength, nor his will, which was sometimes more of a crippling crutch than an advantage, but she would do what she could in his place. She owed him that much. 
 
    “Who gave you that food?” a voice interrupted her thoughts. 
 
    She looked upwards and saw Gevor. He was a classmate. A fellow mystic in training. Near the top of the class. Not handsome, but not ugly either. She couldn’t interpret his tone as hostile or otherwise, so she answered slowly and cautiously. “From the cantina. It’s half-ration.” 
 
    “You got it for free? What a waste. The cook should know better than to provide handouts. Especially now.” Gevor straightened his jacket, and eyed her. She felt uncomfortable before his gaze, and pulled up her jacket to block his view. He did not look pleased. 
 
    “Grandmaster Forojen has always provided basic food for any student, rich or poor,” she countered, but was not sure why she felt inclined to defend herself. Gevor did not come from a wealthy family either, but he had learned to cozy up to the right people, and somehow he always had funds and insults to spare. But petty rivalries don’t mean much after losing a war, do they? Wouldn’t it be better to band together in this time of struggle than to try to fight? 
 
    Gevor seemed to think differently. “Enjoy the scraps while you can, Nixie.” He took a step forward, and ruffled her hair. She wanted to strike him, but she knew it would have been unwise. To hit him would have been taken as a challenge, and duels were common in the college, and she was small even for a woman, and could not reasonably win. So Gevor was able to take what little liberties he pleased, and he smirked as she squirmed under his arm. Her fine white hair became a tasseled mess before she was able to wiggle away. It should not have been so hard, except she was still trying to keep her sandwich in her grip without it falling to the ground.  
 
    Gevor laughed as she awkwardly stumbled out of reach. “I suspect the good nature of our grandmaster will die soon, when the crops become scarce as our farms are transferred to the other cities and the wealthy families who have moved there. And then the handouts will cease, and we will differentiate from those who work from those who leach.” He looked downwards with lustful eyes. “But you are a pretty leach, aren’t you? Might be wise to find a strong man to latch onto, little woman. Or else you might find yourself starving faster than you think.” 
 
    “Piss off, Gevor,” Nix hissed, nearly pulling the dagger from her belt. 
 
    Gevor laughed louder at her discomfort. “Give it time, give it time… doubt you’ll be so unwilling when the hunger starts to get to you.” He gestured downwards over his body. “I’m not a bad catch, you know. A girl like you would be lucky to be with a guy like me.” He brought a hand through his dark hair, greasing it back. “You know, some even say I’m being groomed to replace Headmaster Sagger. Can’t say the same for yourself. You would do well to stay on my good side.” He took a step forward and traced a finger along her mouth. She quivered under his touch. 
 
    A few weeks ago, she might have cowered downwards, and simply hoped that he passed. But somehow, after facing a yeti, icy demon worshipers, and death, she found hidden courage rush to her head before she could think, and she spoke swiftly, swatting his hand away. “I said piss off!” She pushed Gevor angrily with both her arms, and then, something happened. 
 
    A connection. She did not want it, but it happened anyway. There was a clash—she entered Gevor’s mind and they met in the otherworldly realms of existence. She saw his thoughts, his lusts, his passions and his ambitions.  
 
    He was a twisted man. He wanted power, he wanted revenge for those who had wronged him, and he wanted wealth and status, and he was willing to do anything to achieve his desire. 
 
    She shivered in his mind, wishing to be gone, but something clutched her, and it did not allow her to leave. 
 
    It was Gevor. He had sensed her presence nearly as fast as she had entered. 
 
    Girl, what are you trying to do in my mind? You think you have more power than me? You think you can assault my thoughts without me knowing it? Gevor swarmed around her, twisting like a snake. 
 
    She tried to pry herself free from his grip, but it was uncanny. She had not intended on entering his mind. It was a mistake. She wanted to cry out, but somehow she knew it was unwise to show weakness. His grip tightened, and then he rushed into her own thoughts. 
 
    Nandor? You put faith in a dead man? He saw the image of the wounded body and dug deeper inside, crawling through her mind with thoughtless fingers. She tried to block him out, but he was strong, and he knew what he was doing. Oh… More than faith. You LOVE him. 
 
    With disgust, Gevor poured out from her thoughts, and then flung her from his mind. She was hurled outwards, and back into her body, and she hit the ground, temporarily stunned from the encounter. 
 
    The slushy snow softened her fall, but the sandwich flew from her grip, causing her to curse angrily.  
 
    Gevor was looming over her body, panting heavily. She pulled her dagger, clutching it with both hands. The sight caused Gevor to snicker. “Foolish girl. Next time you try to assault the mind of another mystic, you might read up on your studies first.” 
 
    But his words lacked his former confidence, as did his laugh. Perhaps he was phased by the contact. Nix began to wonder if she had done damage when she had unintentionally crawled into his wretched thoughts. Certainly it was an accident, but the thought still pleased her. 
 
    A mystic mind assault was a high level skill. Not even taught until the third year. She didn’t even know she was capable of it.  
 
    “I—I didn’t mean too…” she stammered, hoping he would believe her. 
 
    But Gevor had already turned to walk away. “You’ll pay for this.” He held a hand up to his temple, as if trying to shake a bad headache. 
 
    Nix stayed sprawled on the ground, uncertain of what he meant. She was grateful when he walked out of view, and then she cursed again as she tried to clean the fallen sandwich. It was soggy and unrecoverable. 
 
    Her stomach still growled. 
 
    “Damned Gevor…” she cursed to the empty wind.  
 
    Suddenly she remembered why she had hated college life so much. 
 
    If Nandor was here, he would have strangled Gevor like the greasy roach he is. 
 
    But Nandor wasn’t there. He was probably dead. She sheathed her dagger and crawled back to the tree. Her head was pounding with a terrible ache. It could have been from the mind assault, or the multiple head injuries she had recently suffered. Either way, it made her sway uneasily on her feet, and she had to lean heavily on the tree to stay standing. 
 
    Across the courtyard, she heard the sound of the crystal gates opening in full. There were mutters and murmurs of excitement from nearby students. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked, hoping someone would hear her. “Who’s arrived?” 
 
    “It’s the grandmaster!” someone called back. “Grandmaster Forojen has returned!” 
 
    At last, some good news… Nix thought, and gathered with the others to witness his arrival. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6: The Building Blocks of Life 
 
      
 
    According to my observations, human life has been greatly overvalued. Why do we tolerate the weak? Why encourage the dumb? I am sure that if we continue on this trend, it will be to our downfall. 
 
    If we, as a society, wish to become smarter and stronger and wiser, wouldn’t it make more sense to purge the lowly and underserving?  
 
    I beg you: Do not fear what I say. 
 
    I am not an evil man. I am not a murderer. I am simply trying to tackle the bigger questions that most are too fearful to even ask. So do not dismiss my words because they might sound harsh—take them for what they are. For I am speaking about so much more than your precious feelings of tolerance and sympathy—the very fate of mankind lies in the balance, and to see it in any other light is to be delusional. 
 
    We have two options—to let the weak and the dumb cripple us, and damn us into ruin, or to purge the filth and let the strong thrive. 
 
    The choice, to me, seems obvious. If we are to survive the cold, the storms and the monsters in the light, we must let our compassion and our mercy die.  
 
    We must grow strong. 
 
    — Rorgjor’s Ancient Teachings 
 
      
 
    It was a cozy little hovel that the bot found itself in. A tiny home built on the outskirts of the city, only midway up the mountain. There had been a small family living inside the small home… a mother, a father, a little boy… but their bodies were now part of the bot’s delicate work.  
 
    It had not initially intended on adding them to its growing collection of organs, tools and mystic life stones, but they had insisted on fighting for their home, and the bot needed a place to work in discrete, so it did what it thought was right, and now three little bodies sloshed in a river of red at its feet. 
 
    Nandor had stopped his breathing, but the bot did not pay it much mind. 
 
    It was focused on many other tasks, and Nandor’s breathing was just one more problem on a vast pile it had to worry about. The liver transplant had gone… well… it was messy. The body did not like it, so it had to be removed, and replaced again with the sliced one, and it was around then that the breathing had stopped. And then, if possible, it got messier. Turns out fusing metal to bone doesn’t work so good, so the bot was forced to look for other options. Something that could translate the nerves in the spine and simulate strength and growth and flexibility as well as the endless amount of secondary tasks that bones perform. 
 
    The bot had no idea human organs were so intricate. In another situation, it would have found the discoveries fascinating. But with Nandor dying on the table, it was nearing frustration. There weren’t many options. Mystic life stones milted down to molten rock and then encased with bone was the only option, but fusing and cutting the bone to fit the molds was still tricky. And it turns out that bones don’t milt, but instead, turn to ash, further complicating the molding. The bot had delicate hands built for wiring and clockwork mechanics, but that didn’t make the task any easier. It still needed a good mold for the living mystic stone to reside inside, and if bone wouldn’t work, kinetic steel was the only other option. But creating a kinetic steel casing and a mold to fit perfectly with Nandor’s damaged bones was difficult. It had to try several times, and then cut, snip, and replace parts that hadn’t worked quite right.  
 
    Mystic life stones were strange, but when attached to the spine they seemed to understand their purpose. But only time would tell for sure. The bot had to kill several fleeing wealthy families in Froj to acquire the few mystic stones it had, and it certainly hoped that its efforts were not in vain. 
 
    Now if only we could get that heart pumping again… and more blood… and something to spark it all into motion… and there’s still that broken liver to worry about… do humans really need livers? 
 
    …Probably. 
 
    The bot frowned at the many problems it faced. Engineering and repairing mechanics was far easier. 
 
    Perhaps I should simply transfer him into a metal body like myself. 
 
    It smiled at the thought, but knew that it was not a real option. There wasn’t a mystic alive that still knew how to perform the operation, and then there was the possibility that Nandor’s life force had already faded away entirely anyway. More energy was needed, in that case. 
 
    “Damned squishy things! Like little bubbles so easily popped and drained!” the bot cursed. 
 
    If only there was a way to cause Nandor’s body to regenerate of its own accord. Metal connections and transplanted organs did not seem to be working very well. In fact, objectively, the bot realized that it was only making the situation worse. 
 
    A traditional healer would have certainly proclaimed Nandor dead by now. 
 
    But much to Nandor’s fortune, or perhaps, misfortune, the bot was anything other than a traditional healer.  
 
    It thought of things that no healer would ever dare to consider. 
 
    Mystic energy… souls… I need more parts to work with… 
 
    It kicked at the bodies at its feet. Human organs were not working. Metal parts were not working. The only success the bot was having was with mystic life stones. Therefore, more mystic powers were needed. And perhaps some more additional organs, just to be safe. 
 
    The bot whirled on the sawblade attached to its arm, and a lustful gleam smirked upon its coiled lips.  
 
    Time to go hunting… 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7: A Grandmaster Wizard 
 
      
 
    When I visit the city of Froj below the college, I am always struck with how different I am from the average man. And it isn’t just that I am a foreigner with unusually crystal-colored eyes and skin. They all have family, familiarity, and a certain sense of simpleness that I lack. Where they look to their carriages and their little ones and find taverns to distract themselves at, I walk in isolating silence, my eyes watching the clouds and the movements of others. I don’t know where I am going, at this point in my life. Many would say I am damned to be alone. Many would say I am less than worthless—a dangerous young student, too eager for my time. While I always know my physical destination, metaphorically, I am somewhat lost. My place in the world, my guiding philosophies… Ever since I came to the Crystal College and fell into the resulting rut of general dissatisfaction, I’ve felt lost.  
 
    The teachers do not teach—they preach and expect the students to unthinkingly repeat what they’ve been preached. No arguments, no questioning, and no deviation from the norm. Is that learning? The students do not seek knowledge—they seek a paper falsely stating that they have achieved knowledge—a certificate of graduation. They do not have kind hearts with open minds here, they have petty squabbles and eager bodies looking to dominate, impress, or impregnate. Are these truly my peers?  
 
    I am quickly feeling disillusioned with my time at the college. Although I have only spent three years here, it has felt a lifetime. A lifetime of suffering and slow, repetitive mental torture at the hands of unthinking assignments. It is far worse than any physical hardships I faced back in my turbulent homeland. Perhaps I made a mistake. 
 
    Was I not meant to come here? 
 
    Did I interpret Marr’s wisdom incorrectly? 
 
    I wish I knew. I wonder if it is too late for me to go back… 
 
    —The Journal of Nandor, College Years 
 
      
 
    A mass of students and teachers rushed to meet the grandmaster at the college crystal gates. Nix was in the crowd, trying to break free and get a better look. 
 
    Grandmaster Forojen was an old man. In his seventies at least, but there was a supernatural power about him, and it kept his bones and muscles as strong and true as any young man. He still had wrinkles of age and the silver hair that comes with it, but he did not look doddering or feeble. He looked like a man of action, ready for anything. 
 
    His long robes were blue and red, royal and shimmering with the gleam of some subtle enchantment. She often wondered what enchantment he had crafted into his robes. Perhaps it was an illusion, to make him appear healthier than he was. Or perhaps it was a protection spell, to protect him from harm. Either way, it was rumored to be something powerful indeed. Forojen had mastered all six realms of study, and was currently considered to be the most talented master at the college by far. Perhaps he was even the most talented to ever grace the college.  
 
    But being a strong and talented leader did not make him wise, or insightful. 
 
    Nix feared him. He might not have been the one who created the hostile environment that plagued the college, but he allowed it. Or tolerated it at the least. Either way, she was not sure she liked him. 
 
    They had only met once, back when she was applying for the college, and the council had to review her submission. He had given her the winning vote that allowed her to enter the college with meager funds, but was it out of altruism, or had he sensed some power within her? Some power that he wished to contain within the college walls… 
 
    Regardless, she needed to speak with him. Her only hope of finding Nandor was in receiving help from the grandmaster. 
 
    Once the gates were safely shut at his heels, he raised his hands to silence the crowd, and then he spoke to the audience. “What you all have heard is true. Our city and our contract of battle to determine who should receive the forest was betrayed by Lady Mikja and Lord Grimbone. For the foreseeable future, the Green Forest is in the hands of Norda, and Winfrost. Our city of Froj will have to fend for itself.”  
 
    The crowd fell silent, digesting his words with heavy hearts. Everyone already knew what he was saying was true, but now it somehow felt even more real. He continued, “But, as you all know, we are quite capable of defending ourselves. For a hundred years we have survived without a green forest to keep us fed, and I see no reason for us to go hungry now that we must go on a little longer. We will survive this hardship, and we will continue to grow.” 
 
    Nix wondered if he had given a similar speech to the commoners in the city. It was a good one. Probably made people feel somewhat reassured. Nix certainly didn’t, but she had never been like most people.  
 
    “We have yet to appoint a new leader to the city. There are several people vying for the position. One of our own headmasters, Benjfrost, is currently leading a campaign to elect himself as the new lord.” There was scattered applause at the announcement. Nix felt queasy. Benjfrost as Lord of Froj? Please, anyone but him… “Although the population wished for me to run for election as well, I have decided to stay dedicated primarily to the college, and its lessons and teachings. I assure you all, each student—your training will continue, and we will need you more than ever. But, to the best of my abilities, I will also help with the election, and to guide the city in these uncertain times. It won’t be easy, but together we can rebuild Froj, and become stronger than ever. We will survive.” 
 
    He ended his speech, and walked towards the courtyard. The teachers and headmasters swarmed around him, and he waved for them to follow at his side. “Yes, we will host a private meeting soon,” he assured them. “I’ll have my assistant inform you when to meet in my quarters. In the meantime, keep the peace. If everything goes well, our studies will resume shortly. But the important thing is that we stay strong.” 
 
    Nix followed them like a shadow, trying her best to stay both close enough to listen and far enough out of their way to be ignored. She was waiting for an opportunity. If she could get Forojen alone, perhaps he would be more approachable. 
 
    She ducked behind crystal pillars lining the courtyard and continued her silent mission. It appeared that the grandmaster was headed towards his private quarters, up by the museum, near the height of the mountain. 
 
    “But what do we do about the food shortages? Even at half ration our supplies will dwindle fast…” one of the teachers asked. 
 
    “Yes! We can’t afford to keep handing out food for free. Most of the wealthy farmer lords left Froj—half of our ice fields and woolly sheep and mammoth farms are now in possession of either Winfrost or Norda. As if they needed the extra food now that they have the green land to grow crops!” another teacher said, clearly frustrated. 
 
    Grandmaster Forojen waved aside their concerns. “Keep the students fed. It may be hard, but without full bellies on our side our task will be even harder. We must keep our people fed, particularly those in the college. I’ll figure something out, even if I have to purchase new farmlands myself.” 
 
    Nix huffed to herself, somewhat impressed. Forojen certainly seemed to care. 
 
    She continued to follow in the shadows, stalking him like a wolf. So focused was she in her task that she did not even notice when a voice spoke from behind. 
 
    “Nix? What are you doing?” It was Dobry, the small scholar. He was watching the headmasters talk from behind a particularly dark crystal pillar. His long brown hair was cut around his cheeks, and he almost looked cute in the flickering moon light. For the first time she noticed that despite being a graduate, he was only a few years older than herself. He must have been a fast learner. 
 
    “Same as you, I imagine,” Nix replied, trying not to look too startled. “Listening to learn what’s going on.” 
 
    Dobry scoffed, and did not appear convinced. “No—I see what you’re doing. You’re trailing them. Bit of a difference. What’s your plan? I’ve heard you questioning people all day, are you trying to question Forojen too?” Nix hesitated, surprised at how much the scholar had guessed, and then Dobry twisted his head, looking even more cynical. “I think he has some more important things on his mind than whatever you want to pester him about.” 
 
    Nix quickly shook her head. “Look—you wouldn’t understand. Nandor was recently appointed to be the new headmaster of elemental studies… b-before…” her voice trailed off. 
 
    “Before he died,” Dobry finished for her. “Yes. I’d heard about that. Strange. I always liked the man, but would have never pegged him for headmaster material.” 
 
    She turned on him, and clenched her right fist. An unexplainable amount of anger rushed to her head. “I’m not convinced he’s dead,” she spat. “And if he is still alive, then it is our duty to find and help him. That is why I wish to speak with the grandmaster. I’ll need his help.” 
 
    A dark look fell upon Dobry. “I heard about the duel. They say he was cut to the spine. Cleft nearly in two. He couldn’t survive that.” 
 
    “You don’t know him as well as I.” 
 
    In an instant, Dobry’s face turned from skepticism, to compassion. If he had been a little bolder, he might have put a reassuring hand on her shoulder. Instead, he simply looked away, and spoke softer, “That is true. And I didn’t witness the duel either. Perhaps the men have exaggerated his injuries. If you have reason to believe he’s alive, perhaps you are right, and his disappearance should be investigated.” 
 
    “I wasn’t seeking your approval, Dobry. I’m not going to stop searching for Nandor, and I’m going to question as many people as I can. Even the grandmaster himself.” And with that, she turned to continue trailing the headmasters. 
 
    To her surprise, Dobry leapt from the pillar and walked beside her. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she hissed. 
 
    “Don’t look a gift mammoth in the tusk. I’m helping.” 
 
    Nix considered waving him away, but on second thought having Dobry by her side wasn’t such a bad thing. It added validity to her mission. While Dobry was not a teacher, he was an administrative assistant, and quite well-known throughout the college. Perhaps his reputation would cause people to take her questions seriously. 
 
    Together, they watched as Forojen assured one teacher after another, and then bade them all to give him some peace. “I will answer all of your questions at the morning meeting. I know we have much to discuss, but please, be understanding, and don’t panic. I’ve had a long day, and need some rest.”  
 
    The teachers nodded and began to depart, and Forojen entered his private house. It wasn’t a small dwelling, but compared to the massive buildings on the college grounds, it appeared small. 
 
    Nix rushed forward to go confront Forojen, but Dobry caught her hand. “Give it a moment,” he advised. Reluctantly, she waited. 
 
    After several minutes had passed, Nix began to lose her patience. “Why are we waiting?” 
 
    Dobry looked at her and gave a knowing smile. “After a long day, a man needs a little bit of time to unwind. Trust me. He’ll be more receptive if we wait a while.” 
 
    “I suppose you would know him better,” she agreed, and for the next half hour they stood awkwardly in the fading twilight. 
 
    At last, Dobry nodded, “Alright. Should be good now. Let’s go knock.” 
 
    Nix released a sigh of relief and they walked up to Frojen’s home.  
 
    The door swung open before she even had a chance to knock. The grandmaster of the college stood before them, looking very regal.  
 
    Her eyes widened in surprise and she nearly jumped, but Dobry only smiled and spoke quickly. “Grandmaster Forojen, forgive our intrusion,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, there’s nothing to forgive. I’ve been expecting you for a while,” the grandmaster smiled back. He looked warm in that moment, like a kindly father. He waved them both inside. “Please, come in, come in. I imagine you have questions.”  
 
    At his beckoning, they were both swept inside and Nix nearly gasped at the beauty of the entryway. Crystalline furniture and moon-gem lights illuminated the room with both warmth and comfort. Magic irradiated from all directions, setting her hair on ends and overstimulating her ethereal senses. There was a central fireplace built into the stairway leading upwards, and a small, refined elemental conductor placed beside it—a powerful weapon, in the right hands. She did not have to guess to know that Forojen knew how to use it.  
 
    The grandmaster continued talking, as if he had not noticed her marveling at his every possession. “The headmasters and the teachers have such basic worries.” He sighed, “Mind you—important, but basic. I already know that there will be food shortages if we don’t act swiftly. I already know that we lost half of our students and over half of our funds within two days. I already know that many of the headmasters themselves are considering fleeing the city in hopes of begging a position from the other two clockwork cities. But they squawk and pester me all the same, as if worrying more will somehow make the hardships any easier. Haha,” he walked to a central glowing crystal table, and offered them both a seat made of clear glass. “I suspect you two have a more… how should I put it?” He examined them both with the radiant eyes of a powerful mystic. “…A more interesting problem to discuss. Am I correct?” 
 
    Nix did not answer immediately. Her head was still swimming through the room, the lights, the reflecting crystal, the soft haze of pleasant smelling incense—This, she thought, this is the place of a true magician. 
 
    Dobry spoke before she could gather her thoughts. “Right as always. Nixie here has quite the quest thrust on her shoulders.”  
 
    Both sets of eyes shifted to her. “Ummm… yes,” she mumbled. 
 
    “Ah, Nix. I recall you. Or do you prefer Nixie?” Forojen wondered. 
 
    “Um—either is fine.” 
 
    The grandmasters eyes glowed—or perhaps it was just a reflection from one of the many crystal lights. “Both are names you use, but neither actually belongs to you… interesting. I always suspected there was more to your story than you let on…” He leaned over the table, further piercing into her eyes. “You have an interesting story to tell, don’t you? Something to do with… Nandor?” 
 
    Is he reading my mind? Powerful mystics could read careless thoughts without a physical connection, but to do it so casually? She felt unnerved. “Yes. I believe Nandor might still be alive.” 
 
    “Ah. You were on the battlefield, weren’t you? I was too, although I merely observed from afar. I am sorry you saw such death. Lady Mikja and Lord Grimbone were cruel on that day, as were the swings of Lord Viken. I never liked the man. Far too brutish and brash, but he was our lord. Nandor should have known better than to challenge him to a duel.” 
 
    “Nandor was the only one trying to bring peace!” Heat rose to her head. 
 
    “No.” Forojen said the word powerfully. There was not a shred of cruelty in his tone, but neither was there any uncertainty. “He was not the only one. He was merely the most noticeable. And the most stubborn.” 
 
    Nix had no reply. What was he suggesting? 
 
    “Bah. This tension ill-suits me.” The grandmaster raised his hand, and the lights of the room changed color, somehow relaxing them both. “Let us not dwell on what happened. Tell me what you seek.” 
 
    “I seek Nandor.” 
 
    “His body disappeared from you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “The healer suspects it was the work of Marr?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you doubt him?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    She paused, “Because the god of Marr does not exist. It is a fairy tale fantasy. There has to be another explanation for his disappearance.” 
 
    “So, you think that something more practical happened? Or are you holding onto a fantasy of your own.” 
 
    “I—”  
 
    “His wounds—they were not getting better, were they?” 
 
    “Well—no.” 
 
    “His breathing was faint, and the healer said he was dying, didn’t he?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So, therefore you have no reason to think him alive, and yet you still hold on to the hope that he is. So, truly, are you any more reasonable in your belief than the healer is in his?” 
 
    Suddenly Nix had no more appetite for Forojen’s mind games. “Look,” she nearly growled. “I’m searching for Nandor because Nandor’s body disappeared without explanation. He may be alive or he may be dead. Either way, I owe him my life, and I’ll not stop looking until I find him. So you can either help me or keep wasting my time. Do you understand?” 
 
    Dobry looked from Forojen to Nix and gulped.  
 
    They were bold words to speak to the grandmaster of the college. A man who could banish a student with a wave of his hand, and likely do worse with his magic if he wished it. But to their surprise, Forojen merely laughed. 
 
    “Well said,” he clapped. “And forgive my probing. You must understand—I have little tricks I like to play to examine new students. It helps me to gage their temperaments, and their understanding. But you did well, you did well,” he nodded, and then lowered his hand to the table. “And yes, I will help you, as best as I am able, although I must confess, I don’t know anything of Nandor’s disappearance. It is as strange to me as it is to you. For all I know, it could have been Marr’s work. Although, like yourself, I highly doubt it.” 
 
    “Then you’ll help me get to the bottom of it?” Nix asked. 
 
    “Yes. As much as I am able. If Nandor has somehow managed to survive, I certainly suspect we could use a man like him in the coming days. What do you need?” 
 
    “I—” Nix hesitated, unsure. How could the grand headmaster help with Nandor’s mysterious disappearance? She felt his eyes pierce through her. Did he sense her uncertainty? She would not put it passed him. So far, he had guessed everything in her mind with shocking accuracy, without so much as a flutter of physical connection. But she needed something good—something that would give her a place to start in her search, at least. She recalled her previous ventures with Nandor, and her eyes fell in momentary melancholy. The dog—Goldie—Crazy Ermont… Suddenly she realized what she needed. “—I suppose what would help me the most… that is to say, the only item I can think of to do the trick is rather… rare? Do you understand?” 
 
    The grandmaster nodded knowingly. “I suspect I do. What do you seek?” 
 
    She gathered up her breath, and crossed her fingers in vain. “An aura detector,” she huffed, wearing her gamble plain as day on her sleeve. It was her only hope, and she knew it. 
 
    “Ah,” Forojen’s face grew serious. “Now I see why you were uncertain. Headmaster Wagfrost died several years ago, and you seek his greatest creation. An object of which he only made eight.” 
 
    “Actually, he only ever made four,” Nix met his eyes, as she repeated the words Nandor had told her. “Only four properly, that is.” 
 
    Forojen’s frown grew into a smile. “That’s right. It took him a while to perfect his technique, didn’t it?” 
 
    The hair on her skin stood on end as the grandmaster spoke. The exact same words Nandor said… how? How had he guessed them so easily? 
 
    He sensed her discomfort, and waved a hand. The lights flickered and slowly changed again. “I am afraid, Nix, that I am not one of the lucky few in possession of one of Wagfrost’s aura detector’s. I don’t even own one of the early models. He created them and sold them very selectively, and he only ever gifted them to those he cared deeply about. They were his life work. The epical of his magical craftsmanship. Wagfrost and I were on good terms, but he never admired me greatly enough for such a gift. Like Nandor, he was a rather independent man, with odd tastes.” 
 
    Nixie’s shoulders fell. All her hope had been pinned on one little unlikely gamble. She felt foolish, and she had no idea where to start. Without something to track Nandor, it seemed a hopeless quest.  
 
    But grandmaster Forojen interrupted her dreary thoughts with a steady gaze. “Don’t be so glum, girl. I said that I don’t own one of Wagfrost’s aura detectors. I did not say that I didn’t own one.” 
 
    Her eyes suddenly shot up, “But I was taught that Wagfrost was the only one to ever create them?” 
 
    “Which is true,” the grandmaster allowed, nodding. “Until very recently. I’ve been pouring over his notes and his journals for a while now, and I believe I finally cracked the code.” With a casual hand, he reached into his robe pocket, and removed a pair of goggles, a slight pink gleam hitting their frame from a certain light. He pushed them forward before Nix, and she looked at them with awe. 
 
    Similar runes to the ones on Nandor’s aura spectacle were etched around the frame, but the glimmer of magic wasn’t as subtle. It was more… crude, for lack of a better term. The grandmaster sensed her hesitation. “The craftsmanship isn’t as good as Wagfrost’s to be sure. I doubt anyone will ever make something quite as good as he did. But it is suitable. Go ahead,” he urged, “try them on.” 
 
    She held the goggles up to her eyes, and instantly saw a familiar sight. Colors overwhelmed her vision. Red—red was everywhere. It was a thick, bloody color, and unlike any other aura she had ever seen before. It came in great spurts and splatters and it pulsed like a pumping vein, twirling all around grandmaster Forojen. By her side, she saw the aura of Dobry. His was not as intimidating. It was a mellow yellow and green color, shifting from one direction to the other, at uncertain times.  
 
    She lifted up her hands and took the goggles off, instantly impressed. The detail was nearly as good as the one made by Wagfrost. “It’s marvelous. I can’t believe you created this in your spare time!” 
 
    The grandmaster humbly nodded. It was a feat to be sure. He had his duties as the leader of the college, the students to attend to, and the city to help, yet he still found the time to create something so difficult… if he had been a full-time headmaster of enchantment, there was no telling what the limits of his powers might have been. Not for the first time, Nix found herself wondering if the old and powerful man was the most talented magician to ever grace Froj. 
 
    “The goggles aren’t as good as you are thinking them,” he confessed. “No doubt you have worn Nandor’s spectacle in your travels together, and you saw their power. My creation is… well… it’s somewhat muted. The colors are vibrant, and true, and I take pride in that, but it can’t detect auras and traces of them nearly as well as those crafted by Wagfrost are said to. I find that on most days I’m lucky if I can track an aura that’s lingered for even a few hours, let alone a few days. Since Nandor has been gone for nearly three, and he was at the end of his life, I’m not sure how helpful the goggles will be in your search.” 
 
    Forojen looked doubtful, but Nix only smiled. “You have no need to fear on that account, Grandmaster.” Her grin grew. “Nandor has the strongest aura I’ve ever seen. It can last for years.” 
 
    “Years?” Grandmaster Forojen looked doubtful. “Maybe with a strong aura detector made by Wagfrost… but with mine?” 
 
    “Yours may not be as powerful, but I’m certain that it will be strong enough.” She met his eyes, “Trust me. You have no idea the strength of Nandor’s aura. It is overpowering…” Her head tilted, “Not unlike yours, actually. Although his was more… eh…” Suddenly she realized she had backed herself into a corner. She was going to say pretty, but found that it was uncomfortable to say. 
 
    The grandmaster broke the silence, not bothering to ease his words. “You found him attractive. From inside to out, and his aura irradiated his soul. There is no need to explain yourself. I understand,” Forojen laughed softly. Dobry looked as uncomfortable as Nix felt.  
 
    Another silence followed, and Forojen broke it again. “Very well. You may have the goggles, for as long as you require them. Is there anything else I can do to aid you in your search?” 
 
    She thought carefully on his question. If everything went well, the aura detecting goggles would lead her right to Nandor—for better or for worse. But, as her previous adventures had testified, things rarely went as planned. “Provisions and food. Also, I have very little money.” 
 
    “Yes, I recall that you come from humble beginnings. No disrespect intended.” He shuffled a small pile of coins towards her, and then began to write a note. After he was finished, he passed it to her as well. “Take the note to the cantina, and you should be supplied with as much as you require. I would be discreet about it, though. There will be many hungry hands in these uncertain times.” 
 
    Nix recalled Gevor’s assault with a shiver. She understood the grandmaster’s meaning. “That should be everything I need then.”  
 
    “Not quite, young lady.” Forojen held up a hand. “I am sure you are very capable, and wise enough to be cautious, but even still, the city is unsettled after the loss, and now there are monstrous men who prowl the streets, even during the light of day. You need a companion.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” she tried to put his worries at ease, but he would have none of it. 
 
    “No. For my sake, at least, you need someone to accompany you. I would not sleep well knowing that you were wandering the city alone. Remember,” he told her doubtful gaze, “I’m invested in your quest now too. I deserve a say.” 
 
    With a reluctant nod, she agreed. “Who did you have in mind?” 
 
    The grandmaster’s eyes fell to the scholar beside her. “Young master Dobry seems to have taken a liking to you. I see no reason for you two to be separated.” 
 
    Dobry’s face flushed, and Nix looked tentative. A scholar? Hardly a protector… why not stick me with an elementalist, or an electric mechanic at the least? 
 
    “Don’t doubt him, Nix,” Forojen read her thoughts. “He is stronger than he looks. And Dobry, don’t doubt yourself. You wouldn’t have arisen this far if you were lacking in talents.” 
 
    They exchanged a glance. Did Dobry know that when he accompanied me today he would end up joining me on my quest? She gazed into his eyes. He appeared innocent. Perhaps he was just a good liar. 
 
    “Now, I have many matters to attend to in the morning, and I am even older than I look, and need my rest. I wish you two well on your journey, and I hope against all odds that you find what you seek, and that Nandor is somehow alive.” As they stood from the crystal table, he gave Nix one last look. “If Nandor has found a way to survive his great wounds, then he may not be the same man you expect. Be prepared for anything, Nix. It may be possible to survive being on the brink of death, but the methods required to do so would be rather… unsavory. I have a sneaking suspicion that it is an odd expedition you have in front of you, but I wish you well all the same.” 
 
    With his cautionary words, Dobry and Nix departed his home, and stood in the chill mountain air. It was dark out, and the many stars were only overshadowed by the lingering moons. 
 
    “Well, I suppose we best get started,” Nix whispered in the dark. 
 
    “At night?” Dobry was dubious. 
 
    “You heard the grandmaster,” Nix replied, securing the goggles on her head. “His aura detector isn’t very strong. The sooner we get to the healers house, the better our odds of success.” 
 
    Dobry grudgingly nodded at her logic. “Okay, but we get supplies first.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Nix replied, and then they departed. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8: A Labor of Love 
 
      
 
    The pursuit of immortality is the most noble of goals. 
 
    — Rorgjor’s Ancient Teachings 
 
      
 
    “Don’t do anything brash, my organic darlings,” a robotic voice cooed its warning. 
 
    The mercenary hired to protect the merchant gripped his sword confidently. “Why? What do you want? Who sent you to attack us?” he asked. 
 
    The bot smiled. Its opponent was a lively being. Strong, attentive, wary and poised. A true specimen. In other circumstances, the nobleman would have spent his coin well on his protection. But the bot had upgraded itself over the weeks, after it had become independent, and it no longer feared humans. Certainly not as much as it once had. 
 
    “My dear squishy mortal,” the bot shook its head sadly. “No one sent me. I have come here of my own free will, isn’t it obvious? I am a free bot.” 
 
    “A free bot?” The mercenary did not slacken his grip. “What would a free bot want with a merchant’s wares?” 
 
    The bot tilted its head. The mercenary clearly was not well-versed in the function of Jack-Bots. “Perhaps I simply wish the same as any human bandit?” it offered, toying with the guard’s dull misunderstanding. “Perhaps I wish to steal your client’s riches, so that I myself can become wealthy. Maybe I wish to own a beautiful home of my own, and have a score of lovely little wives to do as I say. Same as any man. Did that ever occur to you?” the bot smiled sarcastically. 
 
    The guard was unsure of what to think. He risked a backwards glance at the merchant he was guarding. For his part, the merchant was bemused, but smiling at the absurdity. 
 
    The merchant spoke next, not hiding the morbidity in his tone. “Perhaps you do, robot. But somehow I doubt that wives and riches are on your mechanical mind. Tell me truly, and I might consider sparing you. Why are you trying to rob me?” 
 
    Dorin considered its options, waving its saw from side to side. I could just attack and turn them into a lovely pile of red mush and broken bones… it would be more parts to work with… but maybe I’ve been a little too careless lately. I doubt Nandor would approve of my methods… not that he’s here to stop me either. With a dubious smile, it made its decision. “Ah, fine. You saw through my lie, you clever merchant scallywag. Being mechanical and bloodless, without the need for warmth or comfort, I have little use for gold or wives. But I do have a use for those rare mystic life stones you sell to the colleges, and therefore, I do so wish to relieve you of their burden.” 
 
    Something about the way the bot spoke made the merchant uncomfortable. It was the frankness of the bot’s words, and its certainty. It was as if the robot knew it would get its desire, and there wasn’t a thing in the world that could stop it. But the merchant hid his fears well. “Ah. Mystic life stones… an interesting choice. If you don’t mind my asking,” the merchant gestured around the empty road of ice. There was no one in sight, and even the air seemed to be standing still. “Seeing as how we have no hurry to settle this conflict, perhaps you could explain to me why you might wish to take my valued stones?” 
 
    The bot considered the question. It was odd to see a human genuinely interested in conversing with a mechanical creature. Even a Jack-Bot. Dorin appreciated the attention, and it made it somewhat sympathetic to the merchant. Perhaps, if it could help it, it would not kill him. “I wish for the stones so that I might revive a man nearing death. I have tried everything—transplants, transfusions, fusions, cutting, slicing, replacing, stitching, molding, drugs and stimulants, but the only thing that I’ve seen help to repair the human so far is the mystic stones of old. But the former nobles I killed were only in possession of two stones. I require more for my work.” 
 
    The merchant raised his brows. “You’ve already killed for these stones?” 
 
    “Yes,” the bot did not hesitate. “Many times. And I will kill many more if required. It is of utmost importance that the human I attend to be repaired.” 
 
    Now, it had the merchant’s full attention. He gulped, “I… I suppose if anything might be able to bring someone back, a mystic soul just might do it… but at what cost? Have you done this before? Do you know what you are doing? Do you understand the consequences of destroying mystic stones to create life?” 
 
    Dorin shrugged, “I am venturing into untested medical territories. It is expected that there should be some bumps and troubles along the path. I will deal with them as they arise.” 
 
    “How injured is your… eh… your human?” 
 
    “A healer would say beyond repair. No. That isn’t how they talk… a human healer would probably say ‘he has passed’ or ‘he is no longer with us’ but they would be wrong. And even if they would be right, I will still bring him back. It might take a while, but I am learning swiftly. I am certain of one thing: Nandor shall rise once more.” 
 
    “Nandor?” the merchant repeated the name, and became even more apprehensive. “You don’t mean the Nandor that dueled Lord Viken?” 
 
    “The same!” the bot chirped, proud that his friend was remembered. 
 
    The merchant did not share his enthusiasm. “Why would you wish to bring back that man? He damned Froj into ruin!” 
 
    The creatures flaming eyes darkened. It did not like to hear Nandor’s name so casually tarnished. “I see it differently, fleshy mortal. He was trying to find a path of peace—a mistake, but even the best of us have our missteps. I suspect, when I bring him back, he will learn from his failures, and no longer try to foolishly dissuade humans from their conflicts. He will see that I am right. That war is the way of the world, and that killing is just a way of settling disagreements.” It whirled the saw on its arm and it hummed viciously. “Do you take my meaning?” 
 
    “I—” the merchant looked downwards, reassessing the threat. Dorin was a small Jack-Bot, and not intimidating at first glance. It wore a top-hat, a shining spectacle, and a blue scarf, but was otherwise a naked pile of humanoid metal and gears. The saw attached to its left arm was the only immediate threat the merchant could see. It was a cruel weapon, powered by chains, quickly rotating gears, and sharpened to perfection. Steam shot from the creatures mouth and ears, and a glow burned bright from its eyes and chest. 
 
    But upon further examination, the bot was better protected than most. The majority of mechanical creatures were carefully built to be easily destructible, just in case they turned hostile. Yet, Dorin was plated in more than just copper and bronze. There were steel plates covering its vital pipes and oil reserves. It had been modified, and recently, by the looks of it. Even a sharp sword swung by a strong man would be hard pressed to damage the creature, if not carefully aimed. 
 
    The merchant waved his guard closer, and whispered something in his ear. Then he opened a pouch from his pack of wares, hauled on the sled behind him. “If I give you all the mystic stones I have, will you let me go free of harm?” 
 
    The bot nodded, “Yes. I am reasonable—quite more so than many humans I have dealt with. If a threat is not imminent, and the conflict is easily resolvable, I will take what I require and go.” 
 
    “Then you may have what you desire.” He waved for Dorin to come closer. 
 
    The bots eyes glanced from the merchant to the guard. It walked forward, and recognized the danger of the situation immediately. The guard was positioned a few steps aside, and the merchant was waving, encouraging Dorin to come closer. They weren’t being reasonable. They thought they were being… clever. They were wrong.  
 
    It grinned, and pretended to fall for the bait. 
 
    It slowly closed the vents on its body, a subtle movement to untrained eyes, and walked up to the merchant. “You give me the stones, and there will be no trouble.” It met the merchant’s deceitful eyes, giving him one last opportunity to see reason. 
 
    But the merchant was infatuated with his own wares, and snapped his fingers, shouting eagerly, “Why would I give away my most valuable wares, foolish creature! Uljor—attack!” 
 
    A blade from behind swung towards Dorin with surprising speed, but it was ready for the attack. It held up its right arm where a steel shield-like plate protruded and blocked the blow with perfect timing, then it unleashed the vents on its body, obscuring the area in a cloud of steam. 
 
    Humans have a hard time seeing through the dense cloud, but Dorin had never experienced any problems with it. As the two fumbled around, trying their best to attack and defend, it laughed at their clumsy swings.  
 
    It could not help but take a small amount of pleasure in its work. It sliced, it cut, it disemboweled and disfigured the two men in the mist. And then, just for good measure, it taunted their failure, “This is the price you pay for underestimating Dorin Mechic Larnorjs! Jack-Bot of Froj! Freed from my bonds by a human who recognized my worth! Perhaps you see your mistake now, you treacherously predictable mortals!” 
 
    Naturally, the screaming men at its feet had no intelligible reply. They were more preoccupied with their lost limbs, and their newly acquired holes and slices. But their screaming would not last for long. The bot saw no need for pointless suffering, and though these humans had proved to be treacherous, it did not blame them for their foolish ways. 
 
    Dorin had dealt with many humans in its one-hundred-and-fifty years of service, and it had grown quite accustom to their error ridden ways. It ended their lives with its saw buzzing along on their throats, and then, it retrieved the items it had been promised.  
 
    It hoped that the bag of rare stones would be enough to bring back Nandor, but somehow, it knew that its task would not be so easy. It sensed that many more humans would have to die before Nandor could rise once more. 
 
    But it was no matter.  
 
    The bot rather enjoyed its labor.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9: Simple Troubles 
 
      
 
    I do not trust him. Not fully. I never have. There is too much uncertainty. 
 
    For instance: 
 
    Where did Grandmaster Forojen Dorgenja come from?  
 
    It is a valid question—a question no longer asked at the college, but that is only because he has been around for so long. But there was a time when he was a newcomer—and although I am old, I can still recall the day he arrived well. Half a century ago, he was an outlander, or an outcast, I am unsure of which. When he showed up on the college doorsteps, he was already more skilled than perhaps anyone in the college grounds, in nearly every realm of study. He was even more skilled than most of the headmasters, although he was barely thirty, and had no references or qualifications to speak of. 
 
    Which leads me to the inevitable question: Where did he learn what he knew? Certainly not everyone needs the college to achieve knowledge, but there still has to be a source somewhere: The wilderness? Isolation? Perhaps he comes from a wealthy family with a wide selection of libraries? Or perhaps an unknown place of learning? Faraway lands or kingdoms? 
 
    And what’s more concerning: 
 
    Even with his talents, how did he become Grandmaster of the Crystal College within a decade of his arrival—a feat that takes most the better part of their lives to even dream of accomplishing? 
 
    Who exactly is Forojen Dorgenja? 
 
    Answer that, and I perhaps my worries will be put at ease. But until then, I will never trust him with my creations. Nor will I encourage students to stay here. The opposite, even—particularly for Nandor. He may have enough raw potential to rival even Forojen, and a part of me certainly desires to take him under my wing as an apprentice, but he was never made for this place. The tallest trees grow in the wild, and the smartest wolves are lone survivors. 
 
    He is far too good to stay trapped within the walls of the Crystal College. 
 
    —The Journal of the Late Headmaster Wagfrost 
 
      
 
    Nixie and Dobry walked to the college cantina. It was lively, even under the dark of night. Students and low level teachers gathered at tables to nervously chat among like company, much like birds huddled together to brace for a storm. 
 
    There was much to discuss, and even more to fear. Would Froj fall? Was the grandmaster okay? Would Benjfrost become the lord of the city? When would the food supplies run out? Would studies ever resume? 
 
    Nix had similar questions dwelling at the very back of her mind, but there were more pressing concerns plaguing her on that night. 
 
    The cantina guards were reluctant to give her the supplies she demanded, but the note with Forojen’s inescapable signature along with having Dobry by her side gave validity to her request, and she soon received a sack filled with food, and a tent for sleeping outdoors. 
 
    “You don’t really intend on going into the wilderness, do you?” Dobry asked. 
 
    “I intend on doing whatever is required to find Nandor,” she replied. 
 
    The scholar frowned, and looked uncomfortable. “I better fetch my rapier.” 
 
    She wondered if he actually knew how to use it, but did not bother to ask as they retrieved it from his private quarters. Hopefully it would not be needed. 
 
    “Anything else you can think of?” Nix asked. It was her first expedition to be in charge of. With any luck, it would be a short journey, but she wanted to be prepared for anything. 
 
    “I think this will suffice,” Dobry said, patting his trusty weapon. 
 
    She examined her companion and was struck by how childlike he looked. Even with the sword, he did not make for a strong sight. He was small, and very thin, and although his hands were long and clever, they did not look like hands that had been weathered by swordplay. More fit for writing, sketching, and turning pages than wielding steel. But there was a certain look about him—something in his eyes that said he had seen more than he let on, and there were one or two scars maiming his pale flesh that were unnoticeable at first, but telling upon further inspection. The college did not allow for weakness to last long. 
 
    Perhaps grandmaster Forojen was right to place him by my side. Even if he wasn’t a good swordsman, he was honest at the least, and she did not fear treachery from him, which was more than she could say for most within the college’s crystal walls. 
 
    The two began to make their way to the college gates, but a figure stopped them in their tracks. The figure wore long robes, shimmering blue in the starlight. Fine craftsmanship—perhaps even magically enchanted. The robes could only belong to one man, and when he spoke, Nix held her breath. 
 
    “It is strange company you’re keeping, young master Dobry.” The figure said, eyeing the back of his fingernails. “I would have expected more of you,” he slowly peered downwards. 
 
    Dobry tightened his stance as they approached, and Nix huddled a little closer. “Headmaster Sagger? What ails you?” the scholar asked. 
 
    He was being tactful, Nixie noted. Not addressing the insult, but still, not outright ignoring it either. She was grateful that he was speaking, because for her part, she was too scared to act.  
 
    Sagger was technically her primary teacher—the headmaster of all mystics. He was not a beloved man, even by those who got along with him. He was shrewd, practical, and knew how to hold a grudge. Nix had never had any direct quarrels with him, but times had changed, and she didn’t have to guess to know how she had gained his disfavor. Being Nandor’s companion, even for a short amount of time, had wrought her many enemies. 
 
    “What ails me?” the headmaster repeated, and snickered. “Nothing, nothing. It is you I’m concerned for, and your future at the college. I’ve always known you to be a sound man, yet you keep with you a white-haired harlot of deceit. Do you know who that girl is by your side? What she has done?” 
 
    “I do,” Dobry replied firmly. 
 
    “Then you’ll know that she is more than just a pretty face. There lies a foulness under her simple guise. She was the one aiding Nandor Kir, who murdered our lord. She is, at least in part, responsible for this mess we’re in. If you were wise, you would leave her company before something… distasteful happens to you both.” Sagger’s red eyes pierced through the darkness, and Nix felt him reaching outwards with mystic powers.  
 
    He is reading our minds, she realized. Or attempting to at the least. She made a conscious effort to guard her thoughts, and hoped that Dobry was wise enough to do the same. 
 
    “I appreciate the warning, Headmaster,” Dobry responded indifferently. 
 
    Sagger’s smile grew, highlighting a scar just above his lips. “It was no warning, Dobry,” he released a bitter laugh, and walked out of their path. “But I see you’ve made your choice already. Poor fool bewitched by a pretty woman. Not the first…”  
 
    The headmaster’s words lingered in the dark as he walked away. Nix and Dobry exchanged a glance of uneasy nerves.  
 
    “Are you sure you want to be with me?” Nix asked. 
 
    Dobry did not reply immediately, but to his credit, he sounded certain when he did. “Yes.” 
 
    And so they walked out of the safety of the college’s crystal walls, and into the crumbling city of Froj 
 
    *** 
 
    Formerly, Froj was largely considered to be the first or second most powerful city in the Crystal South, but in a matter of days, all that had changed. It was now the underdog. All the wealthy had fled, and the opportunists had robbed and burgled to their content. 
 
    Those who remained, were too poor or too entrenched to leave. There were guards still patrolling the streets, but they were scarce, and traveled in packs to be safe. Nix and Dobry made a strange sight in the streets. Two young, small, and bright looking college residents, with wide eyes and guarded steps. 
 
    Everyone else from the college was wise enough to stay behind the walls during the troubled times, and so they attracted unwanted eyes from wayward souls who recognized their unmistakable blue bows, but Dobry kept his rapier held close, and no one so far had been bold enough to risk approach. 
 
    They made their way to the healer’s house without incident. There were a few cries, and strange hoots and yells that they heard on occasion, echoing throughout the city, but whoever the unfortunate victims were, they would have to rely on someone else’s help. Nix and Dobry knew they would be lucky just to be left in peace, and they could not afford to risk adding to their problems. 
 
    The healer’s home was not far from the college, and it stood like a fortress before their gaze. The door was solid, the only windows on the upper levels had been barred, and keep out was written in blood over the wooden panels. A nice touch, Nix thought. 
 
    “This is the healer’s home?” Dobry was skeptical. It did not look like a place of healing. Not anymore. 
 
    “He is a morbidly practical man,” Nix explained. “He probably used Nandor’s blood to write the sign. Clearly he wants to dissuade unwanted guests.” 
 
    “Should we knock?” 
 
    “Go ahead. It can’t hurt to ask. Perhaps he’s seen something.” Nix secured Forojen’s aura detecting goggles over her eyes, and bit her lip as she peered around the house, looking for Nandor’s blue life force.  
 
    It was difficult. Like the grandmaster had said, the auras did not seem to last long with his goggles. She saw faint flickers of colors from where people had walked throughout the day, but nothing discernable. No definite line to follow, just a blur of wavering pigments. 
 
    She heard Dobry knock on the door, but she kept her eyes on the ground, searching as close as she could. “You seeing anything?” the scholar asked as he waited on the healer to answer. 
 
    She shook her head, “Nothing definite. Too much has faded…” She frowned, and looked closer at the door of the house. There was an unexpected shimmer. Perhaps blue? 
 
    But it wasn’t Nandor’s blue—it was mixed and mingled. Steel-cut grey twisted with a faint silver—a silver that might once have been blue, but had faded, or mixed. Perhaps that is what his aura looked like as he was dying… 
 
    “I think I’ve found it,” she told Dobry, but she did not sound happy. It’s so lifeless… so broken and faded… even if the goggles are crude and obscuring the full presence, this aura is little like the one I knew when I looked at him before… 
 
    The door opened up, and the healer met them both with his electric sword. “Nix? What are you doing back here? Are you okay?” he waved them inside. 
 
    Nix looked from the ground, and embedded the color of the aura deep inside her mind. Then she fitted her goggles into her tangled hair. “I’m okay, still searching for Nandor.”  
 
    Cajorn shut the door behind them and barred it up tight. He looked at them with a thoughtful gaze. “You’ve got a new companion I see. You must be making some progress.” 
 
    “I’m Dobry, graduate scholar and administrative assistant at the Crystal College.” He offered his hand. 
 
    The healer looked doubtful, but shook it. “Do titles and markings mean so much now?” he asked no one. “Very well, if we’re going to do this proper: I’m Cajorn Runson, believer in the God of Marr, graduate healer from the Crystal College, and a somewhat renowned practicing healer in the city of Froj,” he made a vague gesture towards the outside, “Not that I’m practicing currently, mind you.”  
 
    “Pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    “Yes, sure, as you say,” the healer waved aside Dobry’s politeness. “Can I offer you some tea? Or perhaps something stronger?” 
 
    “Tea,” said Dobry. 
 
    “Something stronger,” said Nix. 
 
    Cajorn laughed, “The girl’s got the right idea, Dobry. If you have joined her in her quest, you’ll need something real to warm your bellies. I don’t know what awaits you, but I do know this: Anything involving Nandor means a tough road ahead.” 
 
    “So I’ve gathered…” Dobry muttered to himself. 
 
    They took a seat at the dining table as the healer made their drinks. “So no sign of Nandor yet, I take it?” he asked as he worked. 
 
    Nix removed the goggles from her head, and held them up. “I think I saw his aura. Or something like it. It was faded, but still strong… and it was changed, Cajorn. It was as if his life had faded from it.” 
 
    Cajorn turned, and rubbed his brows. “As far as I know, even a dead man has the same aura as when he was alive, at least, for a time. Do you know what might have changed it?” 
 
    “I’m not even sure of if it’s his. But it was near your door, and it seemed to trail down the city. If I can’t see anything better, then it is the only thing I have to follow.” 
 
    Cajorn returned to the table with three large mugs. The one filled with tea, he gave to Dobry. The two others smelled different, like heavy alcohol mixed with exotic herbs. He gave one to Nix, and kept the other for himself. “Do you see the same aura in the room, by the operation table?” he asked, taking a sip of his peculiar beverage. 
 
    She secured the goggles up to her eyes, and looked around. It was… the same. There was a steely grey, and soft peddles of rose-like waves, she turned and realized that the rose color was coming from Cajorn—that much made sense, at least, but the other colors were different. The silver-blue was all over the operation table, flickering faintly, shimmering as if through a dulled haze of cloudy glass. It must belong to Nandor, she knew, but it did not seem right. 
 
    After a moment, she nodded. “It is the same. It must be his, but I can’t understand why it changed color… his aura was so pretty before. So brilliant and blue. This… this color is—it is as if it is only half of him. And then that other half was tainted with something… foul.” 
 
    “Perhaps the goggles just can’t detect the colors as well as Nandor’s spectacle could?” Dobry offered. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Nix agreed, peeling them off with a frown. She grasped the mug before her and gave it a curious sniff. “What is it?” 
 
    “Brandy—strong brandy, with something of my own personal twist. A bit of rek-root and ice dust. Not much, mind you, but enough to liven your steps a pace.” 
 
    “I suppose I’ll need it for the night I have ahead of me…” Nix murmured, and downed half of it through several noisy and eager gulps. 
 
    “You don’t have to go. You can stay the night here, if you wish,” the healer offered. “It’ll be safer, and I’m sure that enough of the aura will still be around for you to follow in the morning. If it has stayed this long, I doubt it is going anywhere soon.” 
 
    She considered his offer as she coddled her drink. Perhaps he was right. “Dobry?” She looked to her companion, “Would it be okay with you if we spent the night here?” 
 
    The scholar nodded. If anything, he appeared relieved. “It is the smart thing to do. The streets will be safer in the morning.” 
 
    They finished their drinks and discussed their plans into the night. Nix found herself rather foggy-headed by the time she found a bed, and was glad when rest consumed her. 
 
    *** 
 
    It was early morning when she awoke. She was in the upper guest room, a nice, cozy room constructed primarily with treated pine, and a coal-powered steam-generating warmer. She peered out the window between the cracks in the recently added bars, and saw that it was a grey day. Although the sun had already begun to dawn, it was still almost completely dark. It looked like it might snow. 
 
    She did not treasure the thought. After utilizing the water crank to clean and refresh, she put on her clothes and walked slowly downstairs.  
 
    The healer was already awake, and sitting by the table. Dobry was with him too. They were discussing something through hushed voices. Nix paused on the staircase, and kept her ears peeled to listen. 
 
    “…you must understand, Dobry. She’s in denial. From what I gathered, she and Nandor became very close over the weeks they traveled together. She isn’t thinking straight. She has a head wound still in recovery, and her heart is broken in more ways than one. Like anyone that is enduring a great amount of suffering, I suspect her will to live is wavering. If you aren’t careful with her, if you don’t protect her and guide her, you might find yourself going on a suicide mission. I’m not saying you need to control her, but you will need to take charge, when necessary. She isn’t fit to lead any expedition right now, let alone something as dangerous as this might be. I don’t have to remind you that Nandor had made many enemies, and any one of them might be responsible for his disappearance.”  
 
    The healer finished his speech, and then there was the sound of sipping mugs. After a moment, Dobry replied. “I understand. I know what I signed up for. Nandor and I were never close, but I admired him from afar. If he is alive, the least I can do is help Nix search for him.” 
 
    Cajorn sounded frustrated, “That’s all well and good, but that wasn’t my point.” He leaned closer, and lowered his tone so that his words would not be mistaken. “All I’m saying is don’t go getting yourself killed over it, boy. And make sure she doesn’t either. I know you both wish it to be otherwise, but I am a professional, and I know a dead man when I examine one. There is no way Nandor survived his wounds. They were far too great to be healed by any methods known to modern man. So understand: Your search isn’t a search for a missing man—your search is a search for a dead body, and a dead body isn’t worth more people dying over. Least of all two bright youths from the college.” 
 
    Nix chose that moment to finish descending the stairs. She had heard enough. Dobry and Cajorn jumped as she approached, and their eyes darted away in momentary shame. 
 
    The healer looked upwards, recovering from his shock quickly, “Girl—don’t misunderstand. I’m not trying to be harsh, just realistic.” 
 
    “I understand,” she said softly. She saw no use in lying to herself any longer. Nandor’s aura was twisted, and deathly, and his wounds were too terrible. The healer was right. “I understand that he is probably dead. But that doesn’t make my quest any less valid. Whoever took him from us during the night—they must pay. And he deserves a proper send-off, by those who love him.” 
 
    Cajorn did not like her answer. “If you knew him as well as I, you’d understand that he wouldn’t care about such petty things. He was a man of Marr. He never cared about having a big grave, nor being avenged. In his own way, he was beyond such worldly concerns.” 
 
    “Just because he would not wish it, does not mean he doesn’t deserve it,” she replied firmly, and sat beside Dobry. “Death or not, I’m going to do my best to find him, and do right by him. That is the mission. I understand if you think I’m mad.” 
 
    The healer looked from side to side, irritated with her words. “You have Nandor’s stubbornness in you…” Contrary to his intentions, Nix felt a surge of pride at the statement. He sighed, and continued gentler, “I admire your goal, but I don’t want to see you getting yourself killed. Nandor wouldn’t want you to either.” 
 
    While his words sparked a fire in her, she also sensed the warmness in the healers tone. He was only trying to look out for her. “I appreciate your concern.” 
 
    “Yes, well, I wish I could get you to do more than appreciate it. I wish you might heed it, but perhaps I’m asking too much of you people.” He chuckled darkly, leaning back in his chair. “Nandor and I had a similar conversation before, you know. Before he had met you, when he was just deciding to try to stop the war. I warned him that it would end in failure. I told him that it was impossible. Much like you, he ignored me. For his sake and your own, I advise that you don’t repeat his mistake.” 
 
    “To try to stop the clockwork war was no mistake, even if it ended in failure. To cower—to give in to the times and the trends simply because it is easier, and safer—that is the true mistake. And masses of unenlightened fools make such mistakes every day.” The words dripped from her mouth without her having to even think on them. The room fell silent, and she realized she had spoken through Nandor’s voice, using the very same tone he had used when he was teaching or rebuking. 
 
    The healer heard it too. He looked unnerved. “Perhaps,” he began, speaking quietly, “you two were meant for each other. If you could but temper your passions with a bit of common sense…” 
 
    He let out another heavy sigh, and a flicker of lantern-light revealed his age. He was passed his middle years of life, and when he rubbed his brows, he appeared both tired and restless at the same time, as if he wished he still had the energy of his youth so he could do the things he desired, but couldn’t quite conjure it, no matter how hard he tried. “Very well,” he scooted back his chair, and stood up slowly. “I’ll not hold you up from your journey any longer.” He began to shuffle to his work-bench, positioned beside the bloodied operation table. “I do wish you well on your journey, and I wish you would listen to my warnings, but I understand the brashness of youth, and I’ll not try and dissuade it from you any longer.” 
 
    Nix and Dobry finished their breakfast, and stood from the table. “We appreciate your hospitality.” 
 
    “Of course, of course. If I were a little younger, I might even join you. But as it is, I can only provide you with a parting gift.” He held up a sword, and Nixie recognized the craftsmanship instantly. It was a long two-handed blade, elegant, but strong. “This was the only item left on the night of Nandor’s disappearance. A fine sword. I didn’t even know that he owned such a weapon, but I suspect he would want it to fall into your hands, now.” He handed the hilt towards Nix. 
 
    She took it from him and was immediately surprised by how light it felt in her grip. No one in their right mind would mistake Nix for a strong woman, but she could still swing the blade without too much burden. “This was Lady Mikja’s sword,” she said. “She lent it to him during his duel against Lord Viken.” 
 
    “Ah,” the healer almost smiled. “That explains it. I never knew him to use any weapon aside from his modified stun-stick.” 
 
    Dobry was intrigued with the blade as well, but after a moment a skeptical look fell upon him. “Won’t Lady Mikja be looking for her blade?” he wondered. 
 
    Cajorn shook his head, “I doubt it. As fine of a weapon as it is, lords and ladies can afford many more. If she left it beside Nandor, I suspect it wasn’t an accident. Perhaps she meant for him to keep it, even at his grave.” 
 
    For a moment longer Nix considered the weapon, moving it from side to side. Then she looked up to the healer. “I—I appreciate it, but I don’t even know how to use a sword. It would just be dead weight.” 
 
    “That’s not the point.” Cajorn said, and Dobry nodded with him. “You can keep it sheathed, and let the blade do the talking. If it was a show sword with jewels and such it might draw too much attention, but as it is, I think it is elegant enough to make for wary robbers while still being functional enough to avoid their added gaze. No one else needs to know that you don’t know how to wield it.” 
 
    “Precisely,” Dobry agreed, adding, “just think of it as a deterrent. If there is any real trouble, leave it to me.” 
 
    Cajorn raised an eyebrow. “I take it you know how to use the rapier at your side?” 
 
    “Do you know of any college man who hasn’t had to face a duel, at one point or another?” the scholar replied. 
 
    Cajorn laughed. “It can be rough, I suppose. Back in my day duels weren’t as common on college grounds, but I hear that grandmaster Forojen encourages them.” 
 
    “What you’ve heard is true,” Dobry said. “He seems to think that it helps to vent aggression, and settle disagreements. According to my research, for the past forty years the violence has only been getting worse between the students, but who am I to say?” 
 
    The healer looked between the two. “I take it you disagree with his methods?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “Maybe. But I haven’t attended college in a great many years. Perhaps the times have simply changed. It might be for the better for all I know.” 
 
    Nix became perversely intrigued. The healer obviously had more faith in his education and teachers than Nandor did. It made her wonder how they had ever become friends. “Didn’t Nandor ever speak to you about his college years?” 
 
    “Often,” the healer rolled his eyes. “He droned on and on about it, and how much he hated it, and how incompetent he thought the college was. But he wasn’t exactly an unbiased man. Some people are made for college and some people aren’t. I suspect Nandor was the type of man to never appreciate college life, even if everything was ideal.” He faced Nix directly. “I suppose he spoke to you about his experiences as well, but you have to understand something, girl. I loved Nandor as a brother, but some people were born to rebel. Some people go against the trend simply because it is in their nature, not because it is truly for the better… But I’ve said enough. I’ll leave it to you to decide truth from fiction.” 
 
    Her brows became furrowed, and she found she didn’t want him to have the last word. “From what I’ve seen, his criticisms of the college were all spot on. The students are suffering and the teachers are dulled and complacent. They don’t teach of the lands in the great beyond. Most teachings are bigoted against different ideas, particularly those against Ice-Gliders and others that dwell in the wildlands, and they encourage senseless duels, squabbling and bickering debates instead of honest intellectual discussions. Not to mention, Nandor learned things in the wilderness that the college has never even seen because they turn a blind eye to the outside world—Did you know he could channel elemental powers directly from a fire—no conductor needed? And that’s only one example. I’m sure there are many more.” 
 
    Cajorn held up a hand, and looked rather irritated. “Remember, Nandor is the exception, not the rule. Just because some of his criticisms are valid, doesn’t mean the whole damn college should be torn down and burned as ignorant and unwieldy.” 
 
    “But it does mean that the college should be restructured, at the least!” she countered. 
 
    He clicked his tongue, “It’s always easier to be a critic than a doer,” he chided. 
 
    “Nandor was both.” 
 
    “True enough. And look where that got him.” A heavy silence followed. “Forgive me,” the healer said. “I did not mean to turn to such sourness.” 
 
    Nix shook her head, “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    He walked back to the table and sat down, his head falling into his hands, “But it does. Nandor and I never saw eye to eye on most issues, but that doesn’t mean I should turn to bitterness and insults. Especially not on this dark hour.” 
 
    Nix felt queasy, unsure of if she should sit beside him. Her legs remained stiff, and she stood in stoic silence.  
 
    “Nandor’s memory shall remain a fond one, even his teachings,” his head remained low, then, slowly he raised it to meet Nixie’s eyes, “and, his apprentice.” 
 
    Apprentice? She did not like the word. It sounded too formal. “I doubt he would think of me like that.” 
 
    Cajorn laughed, “But you are. Listen to yourself talk. I hear his words and philosophies part from your mouth as if they were his very own…” A sad smile formed on his face, and he looked to be recalling an old memory. Then his eyes danced back to life, and he waved them to the door. “So go. Seek your master. He has proved me wrong on one or two occasions. Perhaps, you may prove me wrong too. I honestly and truly with my whole heart and soul, hope that you do. I hope Nandor has somehow survived…” 
 
    Nixie nodded, accepting his blessing with a humble bow. Then she slung the strap of the sword over her back, and with Dobry by her side, they walked from the healers home. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10: Myths and Lies 
 
      
 
    The Great Beyond is the treacherous land that surrounds all known kingdoms, including our Crystal South. In reality, it is not land so much as a terrible sea of constant changing ice. This “Morphic Ice,” as it is also called, shifts dramatically, constantly, and impassibly without warning, causing travel between kingdoms to be impossible. In the past, the Great Beyond was tamer, and there were trade caravans composed of advanced ski-halls that could traverse the ice, but over the years the wind and the shifting ice in the Great Beyond has become worse and worse, and now the fate of other kingdoms is unknown. There are rumors that goblin swarms have invaded and killed other kingdoms. Other rumors say that they have frozen, or prevalent war in isolation has caused them to slowly die off. But perhaps the other kingdoms still survive, and they are merely trapped, like the Crystal South, unable to travel or visit anymore. 
 
    For the moment, the lords and ladies in the three clockwork cities are content to grow wealthy on the spoils of resource-rich mountains, but once the mountains run dry, what is to become of the Crystal South? Will we, too, turn on one another and fight to our death? Or will we try to brave the morphic ice, and overcome even the most inhospitable of terrain? 
 
    Only time will tell. 
 
    —Common Knowledge Volume II 
 
      
 
    In an old book, of which less than ten copies were made, dark methods of mystic powers are described. 
 
    Dorin, the Jack-Bot, was in possession of such a book. It was the first thing he had sought after he had been freed from his mistress. For Nandor had planted a suspicion inside his head—the suspicion that he was made of more than just metal parts of machinery. A suspicion, which happened to be true. 
 
    Rorgjor’s Enlightened Powers, was the title of the book the bot kept in its hands. 
 
    Contrary to the name, the book described forbidden, black magic—teachings long prohibited at the college.  
 
    The transfer of human souls, and mystic energies. 
 
      
 
    To create the most proficient serving bot, the passage was written, capable of human thought, emotions, and all the delights and troubles that come with it, a fully trained mystic is required, as well as a willing or otherwise restrained human for the mystic to drain. A mystic life stone is capable of containing the human energy, and it must be wired and properly connected into the mechanical creature to channel the life-force into the Jack-Bot.  
 
    Once the connection is achieved, and the human has been drained, the bot will, for lack of a better term, ‘come alive.’ However, the process does not transfer the human’s thoughts, memories, or emotions into the bot, it merely transfers their life energy, or, perhaps their soul. Even with extensive studies, I am unsure of if the Jack-Bot will acquire any of the drained human’s characteristics as it ages—it seems likely, given that they have the drained human’s soul, but so far I have only observed the Jack-Bots in their infancy, and I keep my bots on a tight leash, so as to minimize any… problems.  
 
    For best results, I advise vigorous discipline within their first few years. Like a wild stallion, or a willful dog, they must be tamed and their will broken. Electrocution, I find, works best for inflicting a form of pain into the bot. It overloads their circuits and causes the equivalent of a headache as it temporarily stutters their functions. But when electrocution is not available, withholding oil and coal works as a suitable motivator as well. With enough sessions of training, soon the bots turn into substantial servants, submissive and willing to follow your commands. Rather like a good slave, but more… refined. 
 
    Of course, the implications of soul transfers are quite thoroughly untapped. I believe the potential to be enormous. If I can take a human soul and craft it into a robotic being, then what would happen if I took a human soul and transferred it into another human? Would he live longer? Would it turn him mad? Could I bring a person back from the dead? Would they still be the same? 
 
    These are the questions that I wish to answer. 
 
    But I have many enemies. There are those who say my methods are ‘uncouth’.  
 
    Fools.  
 
    I am empowering human understanding. I am doing the work of gods, so that we can surpass them and turn our gaze on higher powers. Surely, with enough work, and enough supporters, I can make the public see my side of the story. 
 
    After all, my work is, I believe, one of the most noble of pursuits. 
 
    Human enlightenment. 
 
      
 
    The bot smiled fondly as it reread the passage. It remembered the sessions of its early life as clear as day—the torturing, the shocks, the threats… twisted, tainted, warped into metal. Perhaps there was a time when its soul was pure, but that time had long passed. They made me into a submissive servant. They made me follow their every command. I killed for my human masters. I lied for them. I followed without question, because what they did to me. I was more broken than any slave. 
 
    But now I am free. 
 
    It glanced upwards from its book to Nandor. The man was still dead on the dining table. There were guts, stones, organs, and broken molds around him. Blood was everywhere, and his body had turned quite stiff and pale. He is the only human worth saving, it thought. He told me the truth. He helped me break the mental bonds of my enslavement, and overcome the cruel years of unquestioning servitude. 
 
    It did not matter how many lives it took, or how long it had to work. Nandor deserved its loyalty.  
 
    And the more the bot meddled, the more it understood. The life stones had repaired Nandor’s organs, and healed his bones. It had fused the blood of the dead into him, warping it with the energies the stones provided, but it was still not enough. There was still something missing. A soul. A spark. A power to get it all moving again. 
 
    His body was repaired, but his energy was gone. Just like a Jack-Bot before a mystic channeled a soul into it. 
 
    He was no longer living—he was a husk. A shell. 
 
    The bot became bitter.  
 
    So much work it had done. He is healthy again—he should be alive! Why does he stay on the table? Why doesn’t he arise? 
 
    It sat the book aside and powered on its saw. Then it stood up on a chair so that it could loom over Nandor. Perhaps I just need to tinker some more… shift a bit around… 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11: Student Squabbles 
 
      
 
    Mystics are not generally renowned as being great warriors. Well-trained mystics can transfer living energies, and sense careless emotions and thoughts, even altering them to a degree, but that is the limit of their abilities. In combat, they can only addle a mind if they can achieve physical contact. For an unwilling mind is hard to penetrate. But still, there is a saying: 
 
    “Only a fool shakes a mystic’s hand, 
 
    For then their power will expand, 
 
    Touch a mystic and risk your mind, 
 
    Within their grasp become entwined.” 
 
    And like most sayings, there is a truth to it. Some mystics are capable of entering an unwilling mind, but most have to achieve physical contact first. Unfortunately, if a person is to be besieged by a mystic’s mind assault, and they prove to have insufficient mental barriers, there is no telling the harm that may ensue. Temporary madness, simplemindedness, or, at the least, a jarring headache. 
 
    —The Teachings of the Crystal College 
 
      
 
    Nix kept her gaze glued to the ground. Nandor’s aura—or whatever remained of it, was hard to follow without constant attention. So many people had walked the streets since he had been taken away, and it confused the colors and made her task incredibly difficult. Particularly because grandmaster Forojen’s goggles were much better suited at tracking recent auras rather than old. 
 
    Everyone around her gleamed like glittering bells in the sun, threatening to distract her if she did not maintain focus. But she was determined, and she became blind to everything aside from her task. 
 
    Dobry acted as her worldly eyes, guiding her when she wondered too close to a building or near a passerby. He also warned her of danger, and people who looked like they should best be avoided. 
 
    The city had calmed considerably since the war, and a few bold businesses had opened their doors, but vagrants still lingered. 
 
    “It looks like were headed down the mountain, out of the city,” Dobry told her. “Who would want to take him out of the city?” 
 
    The question fell on empty air, and Nix did not bother replying. She had no idea. 
 
    “I suppose we’ll need skis if the trail continues for long,” Dobry continued talking to himself. “Do you have a pair?” 
 
    She nodded, but kept her eyes on the silvery trail. 
 
    “Good. I’ve got a pair too, but I haven’t used them in years…” his voice trailed off, and he held up a hand to stop her from moving any further. 
 
    His interruption was very unwelcome. She looked up with angry eyes, “You fool, I’m going to lose the trail!” 
 
    Dobry held firm, and didn’t allow her to move. “Something’s wrong,” he whispered. “That figure up ahead, it isn’t walking, or moving—it’s waiting.” 
 
    Reluctantly, she looked to where he was pointing. He was right. A man leaned against an abandoned building, he had a hood pulled over his head, and he dwelled in the shadows, but something about him was oddly familiar. A glimmer of blue caught her eye. “I think it’s someone from the college.” 
 
    Her companion tilted his head, confused, “No one from the college would be out on the streets. Only we’re dumb enough for that.”  
 
    “Unless they were following us,” Nix said, her hand going to the dagger on her belt. Headmaster’s Sagger’s threats came to mind immediately. 
 
    “Do we have to go up to him?” Dobry asked, “Couldn’t we just go around?” 
 
    She shook her head, “The aura goes straight down through the street, I believe it’s going out of the city, but I can’t risk leaving it. If we lose the trail, our only lead is gone. Whoever is in our path, we’ll just have to deal with him.” 
 
    They cautiously continued their walk down the street, and then the figure stood to meet them mid-way. A voice came from underneath the hood, and Nix recognized it as Gevor’s. “Little Nixie and Dobry, walking down the streets alone and defenseless—now isn’t this a sight?” He removed his hood, and she saw gleaming teeth.  
 
    Dobry tilted his head and whispered quickly in Nix’s ear, “Who is he?” 
 
    “Gevor. A classmate of mine. Mystic. A good duelist and a major dick,” she whispered back. 
 
    Gevor seemed to hear her words, even though he was still several paces away. “I am a champion of the college, not a traitor like you two,” he clarified, clicking his tongue as he halted in the middle of the street. 
 
    A shiver shot down Nix’s spine. She recalled Gevor manhandling her at the college, and gazing at her with lustful eyes. “I-I can’t fight him. I’ve seen him duel before. He’s dangerous,” she murmured, terrified to admit it. What kind of leader am I if I can’t even fight my own battles?  
 
    But Dobry did not appear to judge. He held Nix’s shoulder, and gave a reassuring squeeze, then he stepped in front of her.  
 
    He wasn’t much larger than Nix, but his stance was confident. When the scholar spoke, his voice was steady, and his words sure, “And so what are you doing here, self-proclaimed champion of the college?” Despite his youthful face, there was authority in his tone. If his words had fallen on wiser ears, a threat might have been perceived, but Gevor, standing in the distance, only scoffed as he glared at the smaller man. 
 
    “I’m righting wrongs,” there was a slow hiss as the blade at his side was pulled from its sheath. “Two fools wasting college resources seeking a dead man who should have never have been made headmaster in the first place. You’ll not be bringing Nandor back, dead, or alive. Not so long as there are those at the college who still hold on to their standards and dignity.” 
 
    “Sagger,” Dobry spat the name as if it were a foul taste. “You’re attacking us on his orders, aren’t you?” 
 
    Gevor’s smile grew, “I am loyal to my headmaster.”  
 
    “Your first loyalty should be to the grandmaster. And it is with his blessing that we are seeking Nandor. If you attack us, he’ll be the first to hear of it.” 
 
    Gevor took a step forward, and shook his head, “He won’t need to know. These are dangerous times… two weaklings walking the streets of a falling city, why, anyone could be responsible for your deaths, don’t you think?” 
 
    Dobry’s rapier leapt into his right hand. “You think I’m weak? I’ve dueled before, Gevor. Men larger than you. How do you think I became an administrator so quickly?” 
 
    “Administrator,” Gevor shook his head, as if it was a pathetic word. “You are the college bitch-boy, Dobry, nothing more. You clean up, you scamper about and do as your masters say, even if it’s standing at the gates, pretending to be a guard. Ha! If I were you, I wouldn’t be bragging about kissing boots so eagerly. My ambitions are far more than that.” 
 
    Dobry met him in the middle of the street, his face glowing red. “So it’s a duel you wish?” 
 
    “To the death,” Gevor nodded, and then pointed at Nix, “and I’ll deal with her afterwards. She is so pretty, don’t you think? Might take my time…” He winked. 
 
    Suddenly, there was a clash of steel. Nix had never seen a man move so quickly before.  
 
    The moment Gevor had finished his sentence, Dobry unleashed a volley of attacks both high and low, his rapier dancing and waving as if a shimmering slice of silver rope. Stumbling, Gevor managed to deflect and avoid each swing, but his threats and poise had faded in an instant. 
 
    “You don’t threaten me! You don’t threaten girls! You maggot!” Dobry roared as he pressed the attack, but it was not a true roar. His high-pitched voice made it more of a threatening squelch, but even if Gevor had noticed the squeak, he was in no position to counter. 
 
    Dobry leapt forward and forward again, poking and thrusting with unsurmountable speed. Gevor’s eyes were wide with panic, and he retreated rapidly down the street, barely parrying each blow. He had made a grave mistake by underestimating Dobry, and the desperation in his defense was obvious even to Nix. 
 
    Yeah! Get him Dobry! Nix wanted to scream her encouragement, but her heart was still racing too fast for words. She knew how wild and dangerous a duel could be. She had witnessed several in her years at the college. The glitter of steel could cut and slice swiftly, and the tides could turn at any moment. 
 
    But while Gevor was fast, and previously self-assured, he was not nearly as elegant or refined as Dobry. He fought as a man facing his grave. He made desperate, rough swings of his own, but Dobry was too sure-footed for any of the blows to land. 
 
    Dobry made a defining attack low, causing Gevor to leap with both his feet backwards, then, while his opponent was unbalanced, he swiped upwards and cut into Gevor’s shoulder. In an instant, the victor was obvious. If Dobry had wished it, he could have ended the duel there, but instead, he disengaged, and took several swift steps backwards. 
 
    Gevor stood clutching his wounded shoulder, cursing. 
 
    The duelist scholar, gave his opponent a firm look. “If you really want, we can end it now, Gevor. But I don’t wish to kill you. We can be more civil than that. Admit defeat, and go home, and we need never speak of this again.” 
 
    Surprisingly, Gevor did not immediately decline. He paced back an fourth, still clutching his shoulder. “You attacked without warning. You cheated,” he muttered. 
 
    “Outside of the college walls, there is no cheating, Gevor. A lesson you have just learned, no doubt. Now admit defeat or die. Those are your options.” Dobry kept his distance, speaking loudly. 
 
     “I-I-” Gevor fumbled for words, seemingly too prideful and vain to declare Dobry his better. But then, unexpectedly, he dropped his small sword, and growled. “Fine. I admit defeat. You win,” he walked forward, his eyes watering from pain, “Now please… help me with my shoulder. I think it is wounded deeper than I can tend.” 
 
    Dobry looked momentarily stunned. Perhaps, like Nix, he had expected Gevor to fight to the bitter, bloody end. But now, Gevor did not look spiteful, nor angry. He held his bleeding shoulder and fell to his knees. He was vulnerable. Maybe Dobry had struck him harder than he thought. “I’m no healer,” Dobry said, slowly approaching the kneeling figure, “but I suppose I can help you bandage it.” He glanced over at Nix. “You have any spare cloth?” 
 
    Nix kept her gaze leveled on Gevor. He doesn’t deserve any mercy. If she had it her way, they would leave him bleeding on the streets. Why is Dobry being so damned noble?  
 
    Apparently, Dobry was able to read her eyes. “Look, I don’t like him either, but he’s still a fellow of the college. Even if he threatened and attacked us, he deserves another chance. People grow, they change—Nandor taught me that.” 
 
    She still felt uneasy, but Dobry was right. It’s what Nandor would have done. Reluctantly, she shouldered off her pack and shuffled through her supplies for some bandages, but she never fully removed her hateful gaze from Gevor. 
 
    Dobry crouched down, and examined Gevor’s wound. “It doesn’t look too bad. I think you’ll be okay,” he held his arm. “Can you move it at all?” 
 
    Gevor nodded, his eyes tightened. “Y-yes. I can move it. You really think it will be okay?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Good.” From the corner of her eyes, Nix saw a flicker of red and instantly knew that something was wrong. Gevor’s hand suddenly latched onto Dobry, and his eyes darted from the ground up, facing him with a fire. “You fool! I will not admit defeat, scholar,” he spat, his eyes glowing red.  
 
    It took a half second before Nix could fully understand what was happening. A maddened look overcame Dobry, but then, instead of attacking, he clutched his head, and collapsed on the ground, his rapier clattering uselessly against the stone streets.  
 
    Gevor panted heavily, and slowly stood to his feet. He seized Dobry’s sword, and lowered it down to the scholars limp body. “That’s the thing about scholars… such vulnerable minds…” he coughed out a laugh, looming over Dobry. 
 
    “What have you done?” Nix rushed over to his side.  
 
    “It’s as Dobry said—” Gevor grinned, looking down at them both, “—there is no cheating outside the college walls. I implanted a mental connection to him the moment he touched me. Made a few… adjustments to his mind. Wasn’t even that hard to do. Seems our little friend here is filled with self-doubt.” 
 
    Without thinking, Nix lunged with her dagger. Gevor gasped out in surprise, but side-stepped the thrust at the last moment. Then he spun around and backhanded her to the ground. She hit the street hard, and cried out in pain. “Stay down, girl. It will all be over quickly.” He made a flick with his wrist, and his sword cut deep into Dobry’s throat. 
 
    Deep, eager red blood poured from Dobry. He gulped and wheezed as he squirmed on the ground, his mind was broken and his throat was cut. Unable to get a breath, he instinctively choked as blood gargled to his lips. 
 
    “Oh!” Gevor grinned as he watched the scholar wriggle against the ground. “Looks like I struck a nerve!” 
 
    Dobry! Blind hatred overcame Nix. Such hatred as she had only known once before. Lady Mikja’s longsword found its way into her hands, and she stood up, “You… you killed him…” she could hardly believe her own words. Dobry was her protector. He was a good man. It wasn’t even his fault—he had wanted to avoid the fight… he couldn’t be dead… but he was. Dead at the hands of a degenerate mystic.  
 
    Consciously, she knew she could not beat Gevor. But it didn’t matter. She faced him with her steel, ready to die. Nandor, now Dobry… would it be so bad to join them? 
 
    “Girl—please don’t be brash. I understand. You’re angry. But I strongly advise you put down your sword before you get yourself hurt. I could make use of you. You don’t have to die like him.” 
 
    “I’d rather join the dead than live in a world with someone like you!” She charged in blind rage, her sword held up. 
 
    Gevor danced to the side, and kicked her as she stumbled. A flicker of glimmering steel cut her once, and then twice. She cried out in pain, and thoughtlessly swung her sword backwards. It met empty air, and she was greeted with another slice across her hand.  
 
    Mikja’s sword fell from her grip.  
 
    Then she collapsed, as the weight of Gevor’s body fell upon her. He had discarded his sword in favor of his fists, and he swung swift strikes into her torso and midsection until she was nearly limp underneath his hold. But still she struggled. She fought for all she was worth, kicking, scratching, biting, even, if the chance arose. 
 
    “Stupid twit! Stop making this so difficult!” He struck her again, this time harder. 
 
    She lost vision, and the world turned cloudy. When she could open her eyes again, she saw Gevor panting over her, struggling to regain his breath. Why doesn’t he just kill me?  
 
    She did not wish to know. All she knew was she had to fight, but her arms wouldn’t move. He had them both in a firm grip, and he was too strong. “Now,” he panted, “now, finally, we get some alone time, you and I. Sagger wished for me to kill you both, see—so that Nandor’s ways would be entirely forgotten. However, I am no slave. Someday, I plan to replace Sagger. But today, I think I can indulge myself in a bit of fun…” He glanced over at Dobry’s body. “I think I’ve earned it, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    “Just kill me! Get it over with!” She managed to spit. 
 
    “But I think you are so much more fun alive!” Gevor laughed, “If you’ll just let me bind and tie you, I think this will be much easier for the both of us.” 
 
    In a surge of panic, she further squirmed underneath his grip. Her struggle was met with another dizzying hit to the waist. She lost her breath, and choked for air. Tears rushed to her eyes and the world became blurry. Gevor was fussing with a rope around his belt, eager to restrain her. 
 
    Her thoughts went to Dobry, the college, and the hopelessness of her task. The healer had been right. She was being a fool with a death wish. Dobry should have never joined her.  
 
    “There you go—good girl! Relax. This will all be over soon…” She felt a rope go over one of her wrists, and then the other. 
 
    A dark shadow blotched out the sun, and she managed to look upwards. A grizzled man stood above them both. He was large, shaggy, and powerful looking. 
 
    Nandor… it can’t be! 
 
    Sensing something was wrong, Gevor glanced over his shoulder. His eyes widened. “Wai—” 
 
    WAM! 
 
    A wooden object slammed into Gevor and broke across his head. He was tossed hard and landed several feet away. A large hand reached downwards, and Nix took it. 
 
    “Come, girl. We must get away from this place,” the voice from the grizzled man boomed. It sounded almost like Nandor, but it was… different. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “A friend. Let’s get moving.” 
 
    She didn’t have to be told twice. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12: The Aspiring Electrician 
 
      
 
    Even the most foolish of people can blindly stumble upon golden nuggets of truth. Discard nothing. Listen to everyone. There is always something to learn. Even from the evil. Dissect the lies and the wrongdoings from the good, sift out the bad, and extract what remains. The best mindset is built upon not only those who are holy and successful, but the unsuccessful as well, and the murders, and the thieves. All paths of life have lessons to learn from. Some more than others, but still, ignore nothing. 
 
    —The Book of Marr 
 
      
 
    The first thing Nix did was retrieve Lady Mikja’s longsword. “I have to kill him,” she hissed. 
 
    “No time, the streets aren’t safe!” the large man protested. 
 
    “He killed Dobry! He deserves to die!” She knew she would never set things right, but the least she could do was avenge her friend. She rushed over to Gevor, but he had already started to rise. Before she could swing, he stumbled to his feet, glanced over at her, and ran. “Damn you, Gevor!” she screamed. 
 
    She began to run after him, but the large man seized her hand. “Let him go. We can deal with him later. You’re too wounded to catch him anyway.” 
 
    She looked down, and realized he was right. Her hand, leg, and arm were cut, and she had taken so many blows to the midsection that even standing was painful. She felt like she was going to hurl. 
 
    “You are seeking Nandor, aren’t you?” the large man asked as he began to pull her down the street. 
 
    “I was… I mean I am. Yes,” she fumbled out her reply. “Why do you care?” 
 
    “Nandor was a friend of mine at the college. One of the few good people there. I heard he was missing, and that a girl was asking questions. I was cleaning a room when I overheard the Mystic Headmaster Sagger giving Gevor his mission to stop you and Dobry, and then I set out to confront him when he left the college. I’m sorry I was too late to save your friend.” 
 
    Cleaning a room…  Too much had happened too fast. She glanced at the man again. He looked familiar for more than one reason. It was more than just his grizzled appearance that was eerily reminiscent of Nandor. “You’re the janitor, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Janitor Barhall,” he nodded. “But I’m training to be an electrician.” 
 
    “Where are you taking me?” She fumbled around her pack to make sure she still had the aura detecting goggles. 
 
    “To a safe place. My apartment. It’s not too far.” 
 
    “But I can’t lose Nandor’s trail!” 
 
    Barhall turned and gave her a strange look. “What trail?” 
 
    “I was following his aura!” 
 
    He paused in the middle of the street, and released her hand. “Wait. So Nandor is truly still alive?” 
 
    She either shook her head or nodded. She was not sure which. “It’s possible. His body disappeared from the healer’s home, but he was still alive before he vanished. Dobry and I… we were following his aura in the hopes that he might still be alive.” 
 
    The janitor seemed to dwell on this news for some time. His brows furrowed considerably, and then he looked to Nix. “Are your cuts deep?” 
 
    She felt a stinging sensation on her hand—it was the most painful wound, but she found that she could still open and close her hand. The cut had been a quick, sudden strike, and it had caused her to drop her weapon in surprise, but it was not debilitating. She felt her leg and arm and found the same. Swift cuts, but shallow. The rapier Gevor had used was far better designed for piercing than slicing. Perhaps the shallow cuts had even been intentional. Her blind swings with Lady Mikja’s sword were likely easy for a skilled duelist to avoid. 
 
    “Not too deep,” she replied. 
 
    “Do you have bandages?” 
 
    “A few.” 
 
    He grabbed her hand again and pulled her into a side alley. Steam shot from unstructured pipes, obscuring their vision. “Should be safe here. Let’s bandage what we can.” 
 
    It was not a cold day in the city. The steam-powered gears from below the underworks made it almost warm enough to milt snow, but she still felt the cold when she discarded her upper layers of clothes to properly tend her wounds. Barhall did not appear the slightest bit uncomfortable to see her bared skin, and he helped as best as he could, particularly with her leg, which was cut on the back and hard for her to see. When they were finished, she dressed quickly, and regained her breath.  
 
    A whirl of air blew through the alley, temporarily clearing the steam, and for the first time she saw Barhall for who he truly was. Contrary to first appearance, there was a good deal of differences between him and Nandor. While Nandor’s face was bearded and wild, he always kept clean—even during their travels, like that of a proud wolf tending its furry coat. Barhall, on the other hand, stank of booze, and there was discarded scraps of food and questionable colors tangled in his mess of hair. He was not the filthiest man she had ever seen, but he was unquestionably close. The differences did not stop there. Both were large men, but Barhall was considerably larger in the midsection than Nandor, and smaller around the shoulders. His eyes were darker, and not as inquisitive, and his face was more round and bumbling rather than sharp and chiseled. After looking at him for a good moment, she had no idea how her mind had ever confused him for Nandor. Perhaps the pain had simply obscured her vision, or perhaps it had been wishful thinking. 
 
    Either way, the harshness of reality hit her, and she found tears forming in her eyes. Dobry…  
 
    Barhall frowned, and the look did not fit his lumbering features. “Do you cry for the boy?” 
 
    She nodded, and found that she could not speak. Although she had only known Dobry for a short period of time, he had proven himself to be a good man. Protective, smart, and kind. He did not deserve to die at the hands of a scoundrel like Gevor. He deserved so much better. 
 
    Barhall let out a deep sigh, and then leaned against the wall. “This world is not fair, little girly. Most at the college call me dumb, but I have learned that much. In my years serving the college, I have seen men graduate who spat on me and could barely spell their own names, and I have seen men fail who were smart and kind, but had the wrong set of opinions. People die who should live, people thrive who should die, and the world goes on. Don’t try to make sense of it all,” he advised. “I find it just becomes maddening when I do.” 
 
    She nodded again, trying to hold back more tears. There will be a time and a place to morn for Dobry, and to avenge him, but now is not it.  
 
    “Will you still search for Nandor?” 
 
    At last, she found words. “Yes. I must.” 
 
    “Then I will help,” Barhall proclaimed, and pulled her to her feet. “Come now, no tears, no crying. We have a task,” he spoke simply, and half-dragged her out of the alley. “You said you were following a trail?” 
 
    “An aura,” she corrected. 
 
    “Ah. Ok. Whatever. Do your mystic work, and lead the way. I will be your guard,” he stated, attempting to broaden his shoulders and suck in his gut. But if anything, his belly only stuck out a notch further.  
 
    She rolled her eyes. “I-it’s not mystic power…” she began to explain. Then she looked up at the janitor. His eyes were blank. He did not care. “Yeah, okay. I’ll find the aura,” she wiped the tears away from her eyes and secured the goggles to her face. The road was empty, which made her work easier. It did not take long for her to find the silvery-blue trace. “I think I’ve found it…” she uttered to Barhall as she walked over to it. “But it is faint, and I have to keep my eyes on it.” 
 
    “I will clear a path if anyone gets in your way.” Barhall said, and gave her a push, as if saying she should begin. She glanced backwards with disapproval. He was being far too handsy, but if Barhall noticed the look, he did not appear to acknowledge it. Perhaps it was just the way he interacted. Gruff, and uncouth. But then again, perhaps there was more to his story then he let on. 
 
    Suddenly she doubted her new companion. Was he helping out of altruism, or did he have another motive? In her brief experience, few people were truly so kind. Benjfrost, Gevor, even Dobry, she suspected, had a hidden reason for his actions. “You said you were a friend of Nandor?” she asked. 
 
    “Oh, yes! A good friend. We used to drink together back in his college years,” he confirmed.  
 
    Before returning her gaze to the aura, she looked Barhall over again. He did not seem like the type to lie, and his words were too simple to be anything but honest, but she still felt a questioning sense of apprehension, and it did not let go. “Why are you helping me? Is it just because he is your friend?” 
 
    “Um, yes.” There was a long pause. Too long of a pause. Nix instinctively clenched her good fist, unsure of what she would do if she found him lying.  
 
    “Is that it?” 
 
    His eyes suddenly darted to the ground, deep in shame. “U-um… no. Also, I was told that I would be removed from the college soon. After the loss at the war, they don’t have the funds to continue paying me… but if Nandor was back, and I helped find him… perhaps…” his voice faded away, and he did not meet her eyes. 
 
    Ah, suddenly she understood, he is out of a job. Probably the only job he has ever had in his life. He is desperate. “If Nandor is alive, I am sure he will do what he can to help you,” she offered. 
 
    Barhall nodded, “I know. Nandor was always kind to me.” 
 
    She looked back to her unlikely companion. There was a sadness in his eyes, and a simpleness on his face—but it was not the simpleness of idiocy, it was the simpleness of honesty, and kindness. Occasionally, when the light hit him just right, he appeared more than a janitor. In another life, he might have gone far. I can trust him, she knew.  
 
    She lowered her eyes back to the street, and followed Nandor’s warped aura. 
 
    *** 
 
    The aura led to the city gates. Nix exchanged a look with Barhall. “Do you own a set of skis?” 
 
    He shook his head, confirming her fears. Without some form of powered skis to utilize, the large man would be at the end of the line. To travel in the wild without the miraculous invention was to invite all sorts of trouble. Wild animals such as dire wolves, bears, yetis, and other creatures could easily catch a human without skis. In some places the snow was so deep and unpacked that without a set of skis a man would be hard-pressed to even walk. Then there was the cold and the distance to consider—she only had her little tent, and did not desire to share it with a veritable stranger if the search for Nandor turned into a multi-day journey.  
 
    Reluctantly, she voiced her doubts, “Without powered skis, it would be unwise for you to continue.” 
 
    “But I want to help!” Barhall protested. 
 
    “There’s too much danger in the wild. You could get trapped in a deep snow drift, and you would never be able to keep up with me. And the beasts could catch you…” she let her voice trail off. She had no wish to dishearten his good-natured attitude, but at the same time, she felt she was ready to travel alone.  
 
    Too many people had already suffered due to her quest. A quest that was, by the measure of all reasonable people, hopeless. Grandmaster Forojen had given her a small supply of coin, and it was probably enough to secure a cheap set of steam-powered skis, but then she would have nothing left for emergencies. No, she thought firmly, it is time that I travel alone. It is time that I face whatever end is in store for me. Death, or more sorrow. I am ready. 
 
    “Barhall,” she spoke his name to calm him, “I can travel alone from here. If Nandor is alive, I will tell him of how you helped me get through the city, and how you saved me from Gevor. Your good deeds will not be forgotten, but here is where we must part.” 
 
    The large man let out a deep sigh, and thoughtfully scratched his protruding belly. “Oh, okay. If that is how you see it, but I will worry about you. I have heard that there are many dangers in the wild. I think you could use someone like me to help protect you.” 
 
    “It isn’t that I wish to dismiss you—and I am thankful for all you have done, I just think it is time. I have skis, and I know how to travel quick and safe. Nandor taught me himself. I will be okay.” She reached out and patted his hand reassuringly.  
 
    And if I am not okay, there isn’t much left for me in this world anyway, she added in her thoughts, but was too wise to voice it. 
 
    “If you were taught how to survive in the wilderness by Nandor, I suppose you are already in good hands.” At last, Barhall seemed to accept her words. “But promise me that you will return. Even if Nandor is dead. You will return.” 
 
    She bit back an urge to speak the truth. I can’t make that promise. In fact, I’m not even sure if I mean to return. If Nandor is dead… what’s the point? Everything I’ve done… Dobry’s death… Her head fell into a whirl of dark thoughts, but through the mist of it all, she somehow managed to form a gentle lie. “I promise, I will return, and I will be safe. You have nothing to fear, Barhall, but I am humbled by your concern.” 
 
    And with that, she mounted her skis, and departed from the gates of Froj. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13: Darkness for Light 
 
     
 
    The Ice Rangers are the guardians of the rural lands around the clockwork cities. A rugged organization of warriors, hunters, and guardians who safeguard the wildlands from encroaching on the civilized territories of men. Their close-knit organization receives funding from locals, who value their protection immensely. They are almost universally loved, and regarded as heroes, and romanticized for their daring deeds.   
 
    —Common Knowledge Volume II 
 
      
 
    Nixie skied slowly around the mountain, in utter silence. The soft crunching of snow beneath her skis was the only sound, and it wrought old memories with it. The way Nandor had skied—so elegant and mystical. So proud and strong. 
 
    Her own technique was significantly lacking in comparison, but she was still a decent skier, and she had only gotten better during her travels. The aura she followed was gradually becoming stronger as she went, and she knew she was fast approaching whatever end awaited. 
 
    She was struck with more strange sights as she followed the trail. The blue-silvery trace became more silver, and the silver diverged along paths as if it had traveled on its own, like it was a separate entity entirely. Gradually, she felt that she understood. 
 
    Nandor’s aura had not changed, it had simply been tarnished by the aura of another person. Perhaps his kidnapper. She was becoming more and more certain of it. The brilliant blue of Nandor was still there, it was merely intermingled with the silver aura of someone else, making it appear dulled and grey in comparison to his usually lively color.  
 
    But the discovery only wrought more questions than it answered. Who’s taken Nandor? Why are there more and more silvery trails, as if the kidnapper has gone back and forth many times? Is it a friend, or a foe? Considering the enemies Nandor had made, a foe seemed more likely. She kept her dagger close at all times, and she still had Mikja’s longsword on her back, but she did not plan to use it. She knew her own limits. She would fight if she had to, but at the end of the day, she was no warrior. If Nandor was captured by someone cruel, she would likely die at the captor’s hands. She both understood and accepted the possibility with an inner shrug of indifference. 
 
    The trail did not lead down the mountain, instead, it trailed along the outskirts of the walled city. There were scatter homes with small ice fields of farmland, and sparse evergreen trees. The people who lived in these parts were cut from a different cloth than those who lived in the city. They fended for themselves, and grew and hunted their own food. A few people waved at her as she passed, and she found the feeling quite odd. It was as if the loss Froj had suffered during the battle mattered little to these country citizens. Perhaps they are the smart ones, she thought for a moment, before reassessing the thought, no, not smart, just ignorant. If a goblin swarm comes, or a barbarian clan, or even just a particularly large monster, they’d all be dead or homeless within a night. 
 
      Yet, at the same time, there was a simple pleasantness to the mountain country land. Even during dark thoughts, she nearly found a smile drift to her lips when she saw a mammoth contained in a small yard, being fattened up for slaughter. There were woolly sheep as well, and woolly goats, and even the occasional shaggy bull and shaggy horse, although few rode on horseback since the invention of powered skis. 
 
    Nandor had been too wounded to travel this far by himself, Nix knew—even with his nearly supernatural fortitude. But if he had been able to pick a place to crawl away to die, this was not a bad place to choose. It was relaxed, comforting, simple and honest land. Small, independent families called it their home, but there was enough taste of wilderness near the edges to find relief in. A man such as Nandor—a rugged nomad who spent more time in the wild than in the city, he would find peace in such a place.  
 
    From the little Nix could see, the people were kind, and unassuming, and the noise was far less than within the city walls, although there were still steam-works and clockwork machinery, it was far less obtrusive, and the air was far more fresh. 
 
    For a few hours she traveled through the country land. The mountain of Froj, and indeed, the three separate mountains that all of the clockwork cities of men were built upon were large—enormous and wide—not sharp, pointed peaks, but long, arduous extensive and widespread. It allowed for a diverse landscape within a short amount of time, from ice shrubs to large trees, from city to farmland. The ice fields where most food was grown was far below the mountain, near the paradise valley and newly grown green forest, but the mountain countryside still produced enough food to stabilize itself, on most days. Even with as hard as it was to grow crops. 
 
    Eventually, she was brought a little further down the mountain, into the woods a ways. The irregular trail turned to a packed pathway through the trees, and she found that she no longer needed to use the goggles to follow the auras, but she kept them secured to her eyes just in case.  
 
    The day turned to dark and strange shadows played with her imagination as she followed the isolated path. Her injuries began to feel doubled as the night became colder, and soon she realized that a wiser person would have set up camp. But she felt she was close to finally coming to an answer, and therefore she could not rest. 
 
    A cottage stood at the end of the pathway. It was built with stone and painted in all sorts of decorative colors. There was a swing in the front lawn and a hatchery and a shed where a hunter could work to skin his animals. Toys of tiny clockwork tinker-soldiers littered the ground, and stone-chalk drawings covered the house with the artwork of a child’s wild imagination. 
 
    This did not seem like the place of a kidnapper. 
 
    Except that there was a foul smell the closer she approached, and it sent a shiver down her spine. It was as if the warm, homey place had recently been corrupted by some foul, unfeeling force of evil.  
 
    She quietly dismounted from her skis, and then found her dagger, and held it tight. She approached the wooden door slowly. There was no warmth coming from the inside, nor noises of family conversation and laughter. There was only the feeling of dread, and endless isolating cold.  
 
    Nandor, what have you gotten yourself into? 
 
    The next question was just as hard to answer—to knock, or to enter unannounced? Her first instinct was to barge inside and deal with the consequences as they came, but after a second more, she realized that such an action might not be so keen. 
 
    Perhaps it was just a family home—the house of a hunter and his wife and his children. Perhaps she had been following the wrong aura the entire time—it was certainly possible. She had never noticed Nandor’s distinctive blue, but that was because it had been obscured, wasn’t it? That and Forojen’s goggles were not as effective as Nandor’s spectacle.  
 
    There was no way to be sure. No right answer accept to act. 
 
    She lifted her trembling hand, and knocked. 
 
    Silence greeted her. 
 
    She knocked again. 
 
    Several moments passed. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Her hand fumbled for the door knob, and gave it a light twist. The unoiled hinges creaked as it slowly opened. The room was almost dark save for several flickering candles. The fireplace had not been lit in days. The steam warmer was smashed to pieces.  
 
    But none of that made her shiver in uncontainable dread.  
 
    The blood, however, did. 
 
    It was everywhere. A red paste of both fresh and old dried blood sloshed on the stone ground—so much it was at least an inch deep. The walls were splashed in smears of scarlet death. And the smell… bodies were piled at one corner of the small home. They filled two beds with drenched bloodied sheets. Men, women… parts of legs and arms had shifted out of place, splashing as they fell to the pool of blood on the floor. Half-rotted and frozen human organs were scattered erratically around the kitchen, and tools for cutting and slicing were stained red, just beyond reach. 
 
    And there—at the opposite side of the room, was Nandor.  
 
    He was almost entirely naked, and he looked nothing like how he had on the day of his disappearance. He was unmoving, but it was more than that—it was as if he had been… changed. Regrown, even. His normally robust skin was pale and soft as baby flesh, and where there should have been massive scars from his recent wounds, there were only soft, pinkish lines.  
 
    His body was the one clean object in the room. No blood maimed him—it even looked like he had been cleaned recently. It was as if he was a polished trophy, or a prized possession, carefully tended while the house fell to death and ruin. 
 
    Nixie’s eyes darted from Nandor’s body to the pile of corpses, to the strange organs and tools on display. My god… what—who—could some sort of monster cause so much carnage? A murderer? Why would they want Nandor? 
 
    She took a slow step into the home, causing the half-frozen blood to crack and wash over her crisp blue boots, and sending a ripple throughout the room. The smell of death consumed her, and she nearly lost her dinner. 
 
    “Nandor?” she softly called into the abyss. “Can you move?” 
 
    His body did not as much as flinch.  
 
    “Nandor, please…” Tears formed, but she still held her dagger steady. Whoever—whatever had caused this… it was not human. 
 
    Her eyes darted nervously around the room—she was alone with the dead. Perhaps the killer was away. 
 
    She took another step towards Nandor, and reached outwards with her wounded hand. His body was deathly cold—almost frozen, but he felt oddly whole. Before he had disappeared, he was missing almost half of his blood, now, it was as if it had been impossibly replenished. “Who did this to you?” The words dripped softly from her lips as tears trickled down her cheeks. 
 
    An odd noise caused her to pause, and quickly retract her hand. 
 
    Tick, tick, tick, whirrrrl…. Tick, tick… 
 
    It was familiar, and strangely menacing. She had heard the noise before. Her head slowly spun around.  
 
    There was nothing living behind her, just a still, doll-like machine. The gears from inside its body were ticking, and a saw-blade straddled to its arm was slowly spinning. Its eyes examined her, glowing with morbid interest.  
 
    “Who—what are you?” she rasped, demanding the creature to speak. She raised up her dagger, but was sure that it would do little good. The robotic creature was covered in shiny metal plates—recent additions, by the look of them. 
 
    The bot did not respond. It barely even moved. Only its eyes flickered from one direction to the other as it examined her.  
 
    She made a half-hearted wave with her dagger, showing that she was not entirely defenseless. “Did you do this? Did you kill all these people?” 
 
    Its head tilted, and it looked from the pile of dead bodies, to her. Then, it took a step forward. 
 
    Clank, clank, Craaank… The robotic figure’s mouth twisted into an unnatural smile. Its coiled eyebrows were raised in amusement, and the bloodied saw on its left arm hummed as it slowly spun on a deadly chain. 
 
    “Welcome, little darling,” the robotic figure suddenly spoke, looming over her as its legs extended its height, “to my humble workshop. I do hope I can count on your help…” A fire burned in its ember eyes, and saliva-like oil dripped from the edges of its mouth, “You look like you have such… lovely parts to offer to my growing collection.” 
 
    She wanted to be brave, to hide her terror, or to think of some daring plan, but she could not. 
 
    The bot jumped forward, and then, she screamed. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14: Acts of Evil 
 
      
 
    Is it ever the right answer to do an evil act for a good outcome?  
 
    It is a moral dilemma larger than myself, to be sure. For many years I have been forced to dwell and meditate on the answer, and after so much time, I have come to something of a conclusion. 
 
    But first, allow me to explain a larger concept.  
 
    The greater good does not exist.  
 
    Not as you see it. 
 
    Humans are only capable of seeing time and reactions from a very small and limited perspective—which isn’t to say that observations are meaningless, it is merely to say that our observations will never be fully complete. If you can understand this concept, then I think we are ready to move on to the next. 
 
    So, to rephrase, if you had to kill a good man to stop a war, would that be the right thing to do? 
 
    “Surely it would”, the natural thinker might say, “kill one good man to save many more lives, it is simple. Do the one evil act for the greater good.” 
 
    But know that it is more than just a simple query. It is a mistake made before. 
 
    For this line of thinking has several flaws. First, the greater good is a perspective humans are largely incapable of fully understanding, and second, the good man in question might be more important than the war itself, as your perspective is far too limited to understand his full importance. Stop a war and thousands of lives may be spared, but kill one good man and millions of lives might be lost in unforeseeable consequences. Perhaps the good man had a plan. Perhaps he was only leading the war because of it helped to put an end to a larger war, which his death would then cause. Perhaps he was a man who would create some mechanical or medicinal wonder. Perhaps he was simply a man who would teach a few children how to live correctly, and then those children would go on to do greater good deeds and save many lives, if only the good man was never killed. 
 
    Do you understand? 
 
    I am not saying that speculation is pointless, I am only pointing out that there will always be unforeseen consequences, and if you are not prepared to embrace the horrors of what one evil act might cause, then it might be best to stay with what is known to be good, rather than to resort to unsavory methods, even when faced with outstanding circumstances, or a seemingly obvious net gain.  
 
    To summarize: You may do an evil act for a greater good, and that might even prove to be the best option, however, by doing that one evil act, you risk causing a far greater cataclysm on the horizon, by a chain reaction of unforeseeable events that your one evil act caused. There is a risk involved, and there may be a horrible price to pay. 
 
    Don’t make my mistakes. 
 
      
 
    — The Fragmented Tale of a Rover 
 
      
 
    “Shhhh…. Shhhh…” the bot robotically cooed as it cradled her, petting her head. “I know I’m a scary thing… all metal and gears and so damned cold and heartless, but you have no need to fear me, darling. None at all.” 
 
    Nix had tried to stab the bot, but it had disarmed her in a matter of moments, and then, it had restrained her in an odd, snake-like grip of which she had no escape. She gulped, and managed a reply, “W-what do you want with me?” 
 
    “Shhhh… shhh…” it hushed again. “Calm down little one. Ease your heart. It will all be okay…” 
 
    She couldn’t help it. Words came rushing from her mouth, and tears along with them. “Y-y-you said you wanted my parts! You killed all those people, didn’t you? What have you done to Nandor?” 
 
    “Dear girl, dear girl,” it patted her head, “I don’t want your physical parts. Your mental parts. Don’t you recognize me? We were friends, once, little Nixie. Not too long ago… but I suppose I have changed a bit, haven’t I?” 
 
    It released a portion of its vice-like grip, allowing her to swing her head around. She reexamined the bot with a shudder… it did look familiar. The top hat it wore was bloodied, and the formerly vulnerable gears were now covered in metal, but the face was much the same. It was Dorin, the Jack-Bot. 
 
    “D-d-Dorin?” she managed to mumble. 
 
    “Yes, darling, yes…” 
 
    “I-I-I don’t understand!” she blurted. 
 
    The bot eased its grip a little more, and pointed from the pile of dead bodies, to Nandor. “What’s to understand, darling girl?” Dark steam puffed from its mouth in laughter. “I saw that my friend Nandor needed help, and so I am helping him. I’d say it seems quite evident.” 
 
    “B-but he vanished from the healer’s home! Did you take him? We were already helping him!” 
 
    All at once, the bot snorted, released her, and stood to its feet. Nix lay awkwardly sprawled where she had been subdued, unsure of if she should get up again and try to fight. It seemed hopeless. The aches from her battle with Gevor protested even the most basic of movements, and she had no weapon capable of hurting the mechanical monster. 
 
    It looked downwards at her, eyes shaking slowly in disgust. “Of course I took him from you,” it proclaimed, not ashamed of the fact in the slightest. It detached the saw from its left arm and set it aside, then it went about readjusting the dark, blood-stained hat on its head. Once it was suitably settled, the creature leaned beside Nandor on the makeshift operations table. “You and the healer were very poor care takers. When I came into the healer’s house, you were sleeping on the floor, the healer was upstairs, and Nandor was slowly dying unattended. Why would I leave him in such hands?” 
 
    “I was unconscious! I had slipped and fell! I wasn’t neglecting him!” 
 
    Dorin shook its head, and patted Nandor’s chest. “Whether the negligence was from idiocy or carelessness matters little to me—the results are the same regardless, I saw Nandor dying, and he clearly wasn’t receiving the help he needed to survive. So I took him.” 
 
    Nix began to breathe heavy and she managed to crawl to her feet. “But what the hell are you doing here!” She waved her hand around the bloodied home. “You call this help? Is he even still alive?” She was quivering badly, and she tried to step forward, but her cut leg flashed in pain, and almost caused her to fall. She steadied herself with a chair by the table of discarded organs.  
 
    The bot looked offended. “He—well—there have been some little… hiccups… along the path to his recovery, but I’m not giving up, that’s the important thing. And I’ve made progress. He may not be breathing, but he’s in better shape than when I found him in your care. His organs are repaired, his spine has managed to regrow where it was split, and I’ve given him infused blood to replace that which was missing. I also did some tinkering with the organs of other creatures and people, some metal work and bone recreation of my own, for learning purposes, but that wasn’t so successful…” it looked downwards momentarily, but there was no shame in its eyes, only contemplation. Suddenly it looked back up. “As best as I can tell, he is currently in a kind of trance-like state, both alive and dead. His body is healed thanks to my work, but he still is missing something to get it all running again.” 
 
    Her head was spinning, and she only heard half of the mechanical creature’s words. “He-he’s dead! What have you done?” 
 
    Dorin quickly shook its head. “He’s not dead—not entirely, I don’t believe. His body hasn’t started to turn to rot, even when I warm him, so something is still functioning inside his body, anyway.” 
 
    Using the chair as a crutch, she took a step towards both Nandor and the bot. Nandor was not breathing. He was completely unmoving. The bot was more than delusional—it was insane. “Y-you’re a monster—you’re the one killing him!” She took another step, managing it without the help of the chair. She did not know why she was so bold. In this place of death, the bot held all the power, and somewhere within she knew it, but seeing Nandor surrounded by bodies—she pictured him being plucked at and tinkered with as if he were some malfunctioning clockwork machinery, and rage filled her. 
 
    But Dorin was no longer feeling generous. 
 
    Suddenly, the bot’s eyes flicked bright, and burned with a passion. “A monster, am I?” It stood to meet her. They locked eyes, and its metal hands turned to sharp, piercing claws. It held a hand close to her throat, and if it wanted to, it could have ended her with a flick of its wrist.  
 
    She gulped, Dobry’s death suddenly rushing back to her head—the way he had turned and choked and curdled on his own blood… a slit throat was a bad way to go. But the bot did not attack. Instead, slowly, the claws retracted back into its hand, it turned, momentarily speechless, then, oil swelled in its mouth, and it spat backwards on her. 
 
    The dirty oil landed on her cheek, and sprayed her across her open mouth. 
 
    Shocked, she instinctively wiped as much of it as she could away with her sleeve, unsure of if she should be disgusted or startled that the bot could even spit. 
 
    But Dorin did not appear the slightest bit amused. It had fully intended on the act being an insult. “I may be a monster, my small, squishy, mortal, fleshy girl, but this monster is the best chance Nandor has at his survival, and you know it.” It sat back down on the operation table, propping its clunky feet up on Nandor. “What would the healer have done, by now?” it asked, a dark, electric smile stringing across coiled lips. “Proclaimed him dead? Given up? Had him buried? Why, I do believe that the healer had already given up before I even came to retrieve him—that’s why he was upstairs, isn’t it? He was ready to let Nandor die, because his conventional teachings said that there was nothing more that could be done to save him. Bah!” It spat again, but this time away from them both. “Healers from the clockwork cities are so boring and traditional. There are so many techniques that they shun and close their eyes to simply because the mere mention of them causes moral distress. Idiots.” It shook its head slowly, as if angered by the senselessness of it all. 
 
    Again, Nix found her eyes shifting around the small, deathly home. The bodies, the organs… “W-what-what kind of techniques?” 
 
    It shrugged. “Everything within the realms of worldly understanding. Transfusions, alterations, infusions, blood for blood, part for part, exchanges, a little bit of mystic stones for their regenerative energies… you know… the kind of thing that any reasonable person would do. Nothing downright… eh… cruel. Just practical. A few people had to be sacrificed,” it shrugged towards the body pile, “true, but that is a small exchange for the benefit I envision.” 
 
    If its words were unfeeling and cold, like that of any other bot, she might have been able to understand. But they were not. The bot did not sound like an indifferent, mechanical creature, doing its best to repair a human. It sounded like a psychopathic megalomaniac, willing to do anything to achieve its goal. She shuddered again, trying to contain her feelings. 
 
    “I still don’t understand why you would need me—or my… parts.” 
 
    A grin immediately formed, twinkling fire in the bot’s eyes. “Aha! So you are willing to help me! Good, good!” Dorin jumped to its feet. “I had hoped you would understand more of what I might need by now… but perhaps I am expecting too much of a fleshy mortal such as yourself. Don’t you understand anything that I’m saying? The repairs I’ve done on Nandor—at first they were failure upon failure. Loss after loss. I was accomplishing nothing. He was, for lack of a better term, simply, dying. That is, until I discovered the power of mystic life stones—a power written about in this book here!” It loudly thumped the top of a leather-bound hardback. Rorgjor’s Enlightened Powers, was written across the top. “When I discovered what I could do with mystic energies, the exchanges and the tampering, my progress achieved new heights! You can’t imagine!” The bot was working itself into something of an excited fuss, and it begun to dance around the room, kicking up body parts like a playful child might kick a toy.  
 
    “I was able to infuse Nandor’s spine with several mystic stones, and then, it simply repaired itself! Imagine! His liver was a little more complicated, had to use some spare parts and then infuse them with the stone to better suit his body—but it worked! The stones are miraculous! They repaired, altered blood—even from animals—to flow inside him as if it were his very own! After milting down several more stones and pumping it into him, even his skin began to repair itself! The scars faded—why, just look at him! It’s as if he’s lost nearly ten years of age! His skin is fresh! Not only have I repaired his wounds from the duel, but wounds decades old have almost faded! Everything has gone even better than I expected!” 
 
    Dorin was so happy it was unable to contain its delight. It ran up to Nix and tugged on her hands, beaming up at her full of pride. “He is almost entirely repaired, Nix! Don’t you understand? I’m so close to having him back on his feet again, and better than ever! All I need is a spark to set it all in motion again. A mystic, perhaps like yourself, to channel some energy into him. Isn’t it amazing?” 
 
    Nix, however, was horrified. Both with his sudden attitude switch, and what he had done. She pulled her hands away from the bots grip, and shook her head. “Do you even know what mystic life stones are?” 
 
    It looked perplexed, unsure of why she was not sharing its delight. “Well, one would assume that they are stones made by mystics, judging by their name,” the Jack-Bot said. 
 
    Her reply frothed from her mouth like the cold waves of a stormy sea underneath the ice. “They’re not just stones made by mystics! They are mystics! When a powerful mystic nears death they transmit their energy—their experiences and their life to a special stone, so that their knowledge won’t be lost! It’s their life! Their soul! Their essence! Their knowledge! It’s like a library, but more! The spirit of a person is stored inside!” 
 
    The bot raised an eyebrow. “Oh. My.” 
 
    “How many did you use?” Nix demanded. 
 
    “Ummm… well… the first few didn’t work so well...” it pondered the question for a while. “I was still tinkering with infusing bone with metal and such—turns out that was a bad idea… so in all, I think, six? It was all I was able to get my hands on. Quite rare.” 
 
    “Six mystic stones to repair his bones and liver… do you know what you’ve done?” 
 
    “Um… no?” 
 
    “Neither do I.” She fell into a chair, temporarily ignoring the guts spread across the table. “But let us hope it’s not as bad as I’m imagining…” 
 
     “Do you think he is not worth the spirits of a few dead mystics?” The bot asked, turning back towards Nandor. And then it thought again. “And the family that lived in this home. And the nobles I killed to acquire the stones. And my mistress. And the bear I experimented with. And the second bear because the first bear had a mate.” 
 
    Nix did not know how to reply. The bodies in the room… all for Nandor? “A bear?” 
 
    “Well, human organs weren’t working on Nandor very well…” Dorin confessed, and then protested the accusatory look it was receiving. “What? Was it not natural that I should try other options?” 
 
    “Good god of warmth… what have you done?” 
 
    “I’m simply trying to help my friend. Isn’t that what friends do?” 
 
    Nix looked at the pile of blood and corpses before Nandor’s body... there was the remains of a child. The bot had killed a child. “He would not wish to be brought back this way.” 
 
    “He doesn’t have to know.” 
 
    “I-I’m not sure I can help with this. I’m not sure this is something I want to be a part of. You could be making a…a… monster.” 
 
    Pshhttt… Steam released from the bot’s mouth. “Nonsense. I’m simply repairing Nandor. Perhaps adding a bit here and there—making him a little more… capable. But I’m certainly not making a monster. The only monster here is… well…” It looked around the bloody room, realizing perhaps for the first time the full extent of what it had done. “Arguably, me.” 
 
    “Even if we can wake him, he might not be the same. That much mystic life force… it is much like using human souls. There is a reason others in the city wouldn’t even think of doing such a thing. He might be driven insane. And even if he is the same man, he’ll probably wish to kill you for what you’ve done.” 
 
    “Bah! I can clean up this mess before he comes to! We’ll simply say we used the parts of a bear and the mystic energy provided by you. That’ll be enough to convince him. I don’t recall him ever being a particularly well-learned man within the realms of mystic forces.” 
 
    “Perhaps…” But I’ll always know the truth. She did not wish to. She would have done almost anything to get Nandor back. But the amount of murder the bot had done… the lives, the souls… is any man worth so much death for his life? Nix did not know the answer.  
 
    But if any man was worth it, it was Nandor—and that she knew without a doubt.  
 
    “So, will you help me?” The bot pointed at Nandor, “Will you help him?” 
 
    “Yes.” The word fell from her mouth before she knew she had said it. “But we’ll need more energy than what I can provide. I can channel parts of my mystic force into him, to try to bring him back, but if I give too much… I’ll risk losing myself.” 
 
    “Oh! I see,” Dorin pondered the new dilemma through furrowed cogs. “Very well!” it suddenly proclaimed happily, and made for the door. “I’ll go fetch us some more humans to draw from!” 
 
    Nix watched the creature pass, and saw the gleam of its bloody saw that it reattached to its arm. Should I try to stop him? Would he let me even if I tried? How many more lives is he willing to spend before he allows Nandor to rest in peace? Am I responsible for all this death by aiding the creature? 
 
    She looked to the bot, and whispered as the door opened, “Are we becoming the very types of villains that Nandor himself would fight to end?” 
 
    Dorin slowly spun, and removed its hat to place it over where its heart would have been, if it had one. “Madam, perhaps we are villains, in this moment. But has Nandor not earned a few evil acts in his life of good? Wouldn’t we be doing more of a disservice to not cash in his good deeds for him? The weight, the balance, perhaps I am not the best at determining such things, but I, for one, think that he has earned our crimes.” A gleam of lustful fire burned within the robots eyes, and she was not so sure if its actions were purely out of altruism. In fact, it seemed very likely not. “And I intend to withdraw as much cash as needed.” 
 
    The bot turned back, and walked out the door, leaving Nixie with the smell of rotting flesh and twisted souls… 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15: Life for Life 
 
      
 
    What makes a man or a woman evil? Is there even such a thing, or is evil a matter of perspective—for what is good to you may be wrong to another, and what is right to them may be evil to you—but does that mean that there is no universal good and evil, or simply that there are variations depending on worldly outlook? 
 
    I, for one, believe that there is a true form of evil, in this world. 
 
    At the most root level, evil is destruction. Ripping something apart. Turning something beautiful and priceless into something ugly and worthless—like the murder of an innocent soul. 
 
    But evil does not come inherently from every man and child. 
 
    Like everything in this world, evil is bred by a very particular set of circumstances. Flowers may only grow and bloom if the seed lands in the right spot, at the right time, with just the right amount of fertile ground and freshly milted snow. But in some ice fields, there are thousands of flowers because the right set of circumstances happened enough times and the land was ideal for growing. More seeds and ideal lands cause flowers to blossom and continue en masse. 
 
    Evil can crop up the same way. Sometimes in isolation, but more often in clumps and batches of foul growth. But what are the circumstances that create evil? I find, there can be many, but at the base of every evil act there is always a driving force—desperation. Be it desperation over the death of a loved one, and the need to seek vengeance, or desperation to prove ones worth by dominating another, the emotion always plays on fear, and ignorance. Fear of loss, inadequacy, ridicule, or blind hatred caused by ignoring the perspective of another. 
 
    Can this evil be stopped? 
 
    Nothing in life will ever be perfect. Struggle is defined by the issues of the age you live in, so there is no such thing as a “utopia”, in the purist form, even when things get objectively better. Evil will always exist, at least to some degree. The goal is not to eradicate all evil actions, but to minimalize and reduce them as much as humanly possible. In order to do this, raising children properly is essential. Inflicting violence upon a child, or even yelling in an unbecoming voice results in the child perpetuating such actions, and continuing a cycle of ignorant, and, possibly, evil actions. However, raise the child right, and the child will become a good person.  
 
    Good people are far more unlikely to cause evil acts. But still, even good people, in the right set of circumstances, will resort to evil. 
 
    And that, I’m afraid, I have little knowledge of how to stop. 
 
    —The Light of Igra 
 
      
 
    While the bot was gone, Nix cleaned the house. Dorin, being a mechanical creature, had little concept of what was considered to be gross or unclean, and so the mess had piled up to an unbearable amount. The body parts, the organs—she did her best to drag them all away without gagging, but it was the most disgusting work she had ever done in her life. The dead child was the worst, and she had to pause several times as she moved it, both to weep, and to reconsider her actions. 
 
    What am I doing? Nandor would not wish to be brought back like this… 
 
    But she had little choice. Dorin was a Jack-Bot, theoretically with human emotions, but it acted more machine than man, and it was utterly determined to do whatever it took. Or, perhaps, and this was the thought that scared her the most, Dorin was not a machine or man—it was a madman. 
 
    Once the bodies were safely disposed of deep inside the forest, she worked on draining the blood from the room. Sweeping shards of frozen and dried blood worked in the beginning, but the parts that were still liquidated required more hands-on work. She scrubbed with the clothes and cloth that had belonged to the small family, now dead and discarded—treated worse than farm-animals. The dead child caused her to shiver again, and she wondered if the memory would ever leave her mind. I didn’t kill the child, she told herself, but it did little good. She was helping the creature who had killed the child—did that make her just as bad? 
 
    The whole night she worked, cleaning as best as she could, but there were some stains that would never be cleaned. Although she had not eaten in many hours, she did not find herself hungry as the day passed. The gruesome sights she had seen allowed only for feelings of disgust. 
 
    It was dawn by the time the home was suitably clean. A whole night had passed without a wink of sleep, but even when she sat still her nerves were on end. What is the bot doing right now anyway? She wondered, is it really going to grab some humans for me to sacrifice—channel their energy into Nandor so that he might live?  
 
    Suddenly she realized she would never be able to do it. Not only was she untrained in the art of energy transfer, but she did not have the heart to see any more people die. Dobry, the people Dorin had killed—the war—it was too much. No more lives would suffer. Nandor would not wish it, and she could not stomach it. 
 
    She found her feet wander over to the table Nandor was sprawled across. His body felt cold, and he was deathly still—but upon further examination, she realized that the bot was right in his assessment. There was a healthy glow about Nandor’s skin, and he looked impossibly well-preserved for a man who had been dead for days, or, indeed, for any man who had spent years in the wilderness at all. It was almost like he had reversed in age, or the wear and tear of age, at least. He was soft, and fresh and healthy looking—it would have been the most natural thing in the world if he had suddenly stood up and come alive as if nothing had ever happened. 
 
    But he did not. He would not. Not without, as the bot put it, a spark. 
 
    But what could she do to create a spark to set his body back in motion? Was mystic energy really the right way to go? To drain the life of another to fill into Nandor? Would that even make him the same man, or another person entirely?  
 
    Mystic life stones had already been used to heal him—would that change who he was? His abilities? The souls and energy of six long deceased mystics all drained and wasted to heal his wounds, what are the repercussions of it? 
 
    She pulled up a chair and grabbed the book the bot had mentioned, Rorgjor’s Enlightened Powers.  
 
    The first page showed a drawing of an ice drake—it was a terrible looking creature, with giant claws, wings and wicked teeth. The writing underneath the illustration was written: Defy death. Purify life. Enlighten yourself. She shuddered and turned the page. The table of contents was erratic. It mentioned everything from journal entries, to discoveries, to what sounded like different experimental powers that Rorgjor had personally attempted, or planned on attempting at a later date. The book was dated at over a hundred years old, and she found some comfort in the fact that the author was long dead. Some of the experiments sounded more than inhumane—they were torturous. Cruel only for the sake of results. 
 
    Under a section labeled, The Potential Uses of Mystic Stones, she found the passage that Dorin had likely followed when healing Nandor’s wounds. It described unnatural powers.  
 
      
 
    Like the life of any human soul, mystic life stones contain an enormous amount of potential energy. Much as a trained mystic may drain the soul of a human in order to transfer it into a bot, life stones may be drained for all different sorts of uses, and no mystic is required, only fire. Milt the stone down and pour it over a bodily ailment, and it may be healed in full. Crush a stone under the weight of a hammer and it may cause an explosion large enough to destroy an entire mansion. Indeed, although the colleges would wish it to be otherwise, wisdom and knowledge is not the only thing the stones are good for. The more I get my hands on, the more uses I am discovering. 
 
    True, many may shun the use of life stones for anything other than their intended application of passing down knowledge—they may say that other uses are unnatural, or immoral, but most people have such a petty understanding of morality to begin with, and I have never been one to bow to the unassuming idle whims of the masses simply to save my name. For all power has a cost, and I am prepared to pay it in full. Even if it means using the lives of others, my path to enlightenment will never cease.  
 
      
 
    She slammed the book closed. Rorgjor was a foul man. She was glad his teachings were forsaken at the college. Her eyes landed on Nandor again, and she was at a loss. 
 
    Was there any humane way to restore him back to life? The worst parts were already done by the Jack-Bot… the murder, experimentation, and the stone transfers—surely that was enough.  
 
    Just a spark to get it all moving again… she thought on it again, and her eyes landed on the nearby stun-stick. It was, perhaps, Nandor’s second-most prized possession. Nix had seen him use his trusty weapon on more than one occasion, and it always proved to be potent, but it had never actually killed anyone, merely rendered them unconscious, or motionless for several moments. 
 
    Perhaps, she thought long and hard as her hand fell to the electric weapon, perhaps it could work… 
 
    In the most literal sense, the stun-stick could certainly produce a spark. Stun-sticks operated by harvesting static and free-flowing energy from the surrounding air. But was electric energy what was required, or was mystic life force the only way to get his body moving again?  
 
    Would it hurt Nandor to try? 
 
    A sudden knock at the door caused her to jump and lose her train of thought. Then she recovered, and realized that Dorin had probably returned. She hid the stun-stick behind her back and swiftly walked to the doorway.  
 
    Then she paused. There were human voices outside. Strange. 
 
    She unlatched the small peephole on the door, and peered outside. A lone man stood in freshly fallen snow. He was old, dressed in furs, and there was a large hatchet slung across his back.  
 
    Nix gulped. This was not a man brought by the Jack-Bot. This was someone else. Perhaps a friend, a neighbor, or a relative. Damn! What should I do, what should I do? If she ignored it, she risked him barging in and discovering Nandor’s body—or poking around the nearby woods and finding something even more gruesome… 
 
    Damn! 
 
    She tried in vain to calm her nerves, and with a swipe of her hand she brushed back her hair. She realized that she probably looked like a mess. The travel had been hard on her, her wounds needed new bandages, and the cleaning and moving of bodies had taken its toll. Too much time without sleep had caused shadows to form under her eyes, and what’s more, she had changed into the only fresh pair of clothes that she had found in the home, and they were far too large to fit her tiny frame. She looked like a child inside them. 
 
    I can do this, I can do this… she lied to herself, and opened the door. 
 
    A chill air rushed through the open door, sending shivers up her spine as she faced the stranger. He looked to be in his fifties or sixties—perhaps a farmer, or a woodcutter, on the verge of passing down his lands to his offspring. She tried her best to smile up at him, but he did not return the look. 
 
    His gaze was suspicious, and critical, as if he knew something was wrong. “Girl, who are you? Where is Egold?” 
 
    She calmed her breathing to not appear as nervous as she was, then she replied, “I am his niece from the city. My parents were killed by looters, and I came here. Egold is out hunting right now, if you come back he should be done by the end of the day.” 
 
    Her words felt twisted on her tongue, and she knew she had taken several risks. One, judging by the bodies she had thrown into the woods, she resembled nothing like Egold’s family. They were all large boned and blonde or brown haired. She was small, both in height and structure, and her hair was as white as a snow bear. But perhaps the stranger can overlook that much, she hoped. 
 
    His suspicious look grew, and he peered over her inside the house. She was glad she had just finished cleaning. “I saw his butcher shed—looks like it hasn’t been properly tended to in days… and he wasn’t at the gathering neither. Where is your aunt? Your cousin—the boy? Is something wrong?” 
 
    Again, she tried to calm her nerves. He was asking a lot of questions that she could not answer. But then she realized she did not have to answer them. Who is this man, anyway? Why is he here? Perhaps I should be the one interrogating HIM! “What are you doing here, sir?” she asked, attempting to turn the table to her favor. 
 
    He glanced downwards, examining her again. “You sure don’t look like any niece of Egold’s. What are you hiding, girl?” 
 
    “None of your business!” she suddenly blurted, unable to contain herself. “These are dangerous times and you are a stranger! GO AWAY!” 
 
    “Why, I’ve been a friend of Egold’s for over twenty years! You don’t be tellin’ me what to do, little wench!” He pushed her aside, and glanced in the corner of the room, “Is that a body on the table?” he roared, pointing at Nandor. 
 
    She jumped behind him, and avoided his gaze. Suddenly she realized she had no choice. She pressed a button on the stun-stick’s grip, and it hummed to life. Then, she swung it for the stranger’s head. 
 
    The old man dashed sideways, and twirled to face her. Her swing hit empty air, and she cursed. He was faster than she expected.  
 
    The stranger pulled out his hatchet. “That was a very dumb move, girl,” he growled. “I don’t know what you’ve done with Egold and his family, but I’m going to find out!” He charged towards her, swinging his weapon. 
 
    She ran outside, knowing that it was her only hope.  
 
    The man ran after her, but he was slower, and he slipped in the snow. Nix darted behind a tree, clutching Nandor’s stun-stick with both hands. She could not run far and risk leaving Nandor behind, but if she tried to fight, she wagered on it ending badly for her. 
 
    As the stranger cursed and climbed back to his feet, she yelled, “I’m being attacked—strange man with an axe! Help! Egold! Help!” 
 
    She glanced around the tree, and saw the man pause mid-stride. He looked to be questioning himself for the first time. “You aren’t really his niece!” 
 
    “I am too! He’s out hunting! My aunt and cousin are gathering herbs! Why are you attacking me? I swear, he’ll kill you when I tell him what you’ve done!” 
 
    The old man did not come any closer. “B-but who was that man on the table! And why haven’t I heard of you before!” 
 
    “He was a man wounded in the war! I’m helping to tend to his wounds! Now leave before I have my uncle kill you like the woman-assaulting coward you are!”  
 
    She half stood away from the tree to meet the man’s gaze in full. Her words were having the effect she desired. He was doubting himself, she just needed to strike a little harder. “Egold! Help!” she yelled again. 
 
    The man almost turned as if he would walk away, but then a clever look came to him. “What is the name of your cousin, girl? The boy. Do you know it?” he asked, and took a step closer, his grip on his axe growing tighter. 
 
    “Umm…” She bit her lip, and tried to think quickly. She had no reply. “I’m not telling you his name! Leave now!”  
 
    Her opponent nearly grinned. “Ah, indeed. As I thought. You are a vagrant. You don’t even know Egold, do you? Nor his family. What have you done with them?” 
 
    “O-of course I know him! I’m his niece!” she said, but her words lacked their former confidence. The man had seen through her little lie, and there was no putting the mask back on. 
 
    “Then tell me his son’s name. Or for that matter, tell me his last name. Surely you can say that much?” 
 
    But she could not. She had no idea who the people were. To her they were just a pile of bodies and organs, with little trace of anything else left.  
 
    “That’s what I thought…” The man walked closer, raising his weapon. “Now tell me the truth or die by my axe.” 
 
    He would kill her either way. The truth was too terrible to tell. Your friend was murdered by a heartless robotic creature, and his family along with him, all so it could bring back a man from the dead… 
 
    No. It was either run, or fight. And she would not leave Nandor’s body again. Not when she was so close to saving him. She stepped out from behind the tree, held up the stun-stick, and instinctively prayed to whatever god was listening to give her strength. “Sir, I’m begging you one last time to leave. Forget this place. Forget your friend. Don’t make this any worse than it has to be.” 
 
    He considered her as a hunter considers a woolly elk. Not fearful, but confident, and cautious. “So you choose death. Very well.” His foot crunched in the snow as he stepped closer, ready to strike. 
 
    But suddenly, a mechanical voice interrupted them both. “Ah! Nix! You’ve found a suitable human to sacrifice! How utterly delightful!” it bellowed from the pathway leading to the home. As the bot appeared in view, the stranger’s jaw dropped, and Nix breathed a sigh of relief. “Now how about I assist you in restraining our little… pet.” It grinned, and the springs coiled on its legs jumped to life, propelling it towards the old man with supernatural speed. 
 
    The stranger didn’t have time to brace himself—his weapon was swatted away, and landed near Nix’s feet. Then, the bot swung a clenched fist and a dull thud rang throughout the clearing as it collided with the man’s head.  
 
    He collapsed in an instant. 
 
    Dorin stood over the fallen body with a smirk. “You did good Nix. I’m proud of you,” it said. “I admit,” it began to drag the man’s body towards the home, “I had my doubts when you first stumbled into my little lair, but you’re proving to be quite the suitable assistant…” It gestured downwards at the body it was dragging. “…finding us a man to drain, yelling for help, distracting him long enough for me to arrive—why, you’re a natural darling! A natural! Even I almost believed your lies!” 
 
    Her stomach felt queasy as she followed the metal creature inside the home, and closed the door. “I-I actually didn’t mean to use him as a sacrifice,” she mumbled. “He just showed up.” 
 
    “Oh. Really?” The bot shrugged to itself. “You did well regardless. I was having a hell of a time trying to find anyone I could kidnap in isolation—turns out there aren’t many farmers around here that work alone. I was just beginning to give up for the night, and I was headed home when I heard your call…anyway, I suppose it all worked out for the best. Wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
    “What if I don’t want to drain him?” she asked. 
 
    The bot dropped the farmer’s body next to Nandor, and looked at her with amazement. “Don’t want to drain him? What’s this? Of course you don’t want to drain him—nobody would! This isn’t a matter of want, dear Nixie—this is a matter of need. Nandor needs his energy to come back to us. That’s just the way it is.” 
 
    “But what if there was another way, and we just haven’t tried it yet?” 
 
    “Nixie, Nixie, this is the only way. The best way. We’re helping our friend—stop doubting yourself so much.” 
 
    She walked over to Nandor, and looked down at his unmoving face. His beard and his hair had grown in the days of his death, and the glow from the mystic life stones refreshing his skin made him appear only a few years older than herself, although he was in his late thirties, nearly forty.  
 
    “Perhaps the stones just need more time to work?” She suggested. “He looks almost alive as it is.” 
 
    The bot very definitely shook its head. “True, his body is repaired, but it has been fully repaired for nearly two days now. If the energy in the stones was enough to spark his body back into motion, it should have worked by now. It is clear to me that he needs something more.” The bot tied up the stranger close to Nandor, securing his legs and arms tight. “Now, why don’t we go ahead and get this little process started? Are you ready, darling?” It waved between the two bodies. 
 
    She looked downwards. The stranger did not deserve to die. He was just a friendly neighbor, trying to look out for his friend. Perhaps if he was cruel, she might have considered it. But he was not. “I-I can’t, Dorin. I can’t. I wouldn’t even know how to perform a soul draining even if I wanted to. I’m only a second-year student, and it isn’t a practice even taught at the college. Its forbidden magic.” 
 
    “Bah!” Dorin waved a hand, dismissing her words. “You’re a mystic, so you have the talent required. Does that college even actually teach anything, anyway? Anything remotely enlightening or controversial? Or does it just preach the same brain-numbing hogwash that everyone already knows? I think it’s the latter. So don’t be using any excuses here, girl. You know enough to do what is required—just form a mental connection to the unconscious man, and transfer any energy he has into Nandor.” 
 
    “It’s not that simple!” she protested. 
 
    “Have you ever actually tried it?” 
 
    “Of course not!” 
 
    “Then how do you know?” 
 
    “I know because I’ve performed enough mystic connections to know how difficult it can be! Even a dog was hard for me to control, and I wasn’t even trying to make it do anything difficult—just recall a memory! Why—if a man doesn’t want you in his mind, it is hard to enter forcefully, let alone to try to drain all of his energy without him putting up a fight! That would take a very powerful mystic—certainly beyond my years!” 
 
    “Which is precisely why I’ve rendered the man unconscious,” the creature explained. “It should make your task easier, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Perhaps, but it would still be cruel.” 
 
    “Oh. I see.” The bot paused, its eyes flickering a shade darker. “So that’s the real reason, isn’t it? You aren’t willing to do what’s necessary. You’re too caught up in your pesky little moral dilemmas, aren’t you? So caught up that you won’t even save your friend.” 
 
    Nix had no reply. The bot spoke the truth. At the end of the day, the facts were, she was not heartless enough to drain an innocent man into a husk, even if it meant bringing back Nandor. “Too many people have already died. I can’t be responsible for any more death,” she whispered, tears forming. 
 
    “Gutless little girl,” Dorin hissed, steam shooting from its ears. “That is precisely why we can’t stop! Too many have died! It can’t all be for waste! If we don’t bring back Nandor now, then what was the point of it all?” 
 
    “I can’t do it!” she screamed. “I won’t!” 
 
    Dorin’s chainsaw arm began to reflexively spin, and he held it up. “If you aren’t willing to do what’s necessary, then you are of no use to me.” 
 
    The saw blade hummed as it whirled between them, and Nix felt her stomach turn. Drain the man, or die. Is that what the bot is threatening? “You’ll kill me?”  
 
    “Let’s not dwell on what I am and am not willing to do, darling,” the bot purred. “Don’t make me think too hard on it. Just do the right thing. Kill this poor fool.” He waved down at the farmer. “His life means nothing next to Nandor, and you know it. Do this little evil action for the greater good. You know in your fleshy heart it is the right thing to do.” 
 
    Is it the right thing to do? Kill for the greater good? “Even if I was willing to do it, Nandor wouldn’t want it.” She shook her head. “I would be betraying him.” 
 
    “Nandor wouldn’t want to be brought back with the lives I’ve already used either. The life stones. The family I killed. The nobles and merchants… it’s too late to turn back, girl. What is one more life among the pile we’ve already taken?” 
 
    “The pile you’ve already taken, you mean.” She met his eyes with anger. “I never did any of this.” 
 
    “But you agreed to it, darling.” It stepped forward, lowering the sawblade close to her throat. “And I am quite capable of ending as many more lives as necessary.” 
 
    For a moment, they stood close together, each uncertain of what the other was capable of doing to bring Nandor back. The saw spinning close to her neck made the question hopeless. “What good would killing me do?”  
 
    “It is a matter of eliminating false choice. It is not the action of killing you that would accomplish something, it is the threat.” It held the blade even closer. “If this helps you to make the right decision—nudges you in the right direction, so to speak, then I will be content. After all, I would far rather you be the one to bring back Nandor than another. Imagine how hard it would be for me to have to kill you, then find another mystic, kidnap them, and then force them to perform the operation. Bah! It would be a dreadfully long process, and Nandor might be unrecoverable by then. So this is the best way.” It nudged her with its free hand, pushing her before Nandor. “Now hop to it my dear. You know deep inside you are willing to do it. Don’t make me pretend to threaten you anymore.” 
 
    Again, she found herself looking between Nandor and the unconscious farmer. To see Nandor breathing again… to hear his soothing voice, filled with wise words, and to watch him stubbornly walk through the world trying to change people’s minds for the better… he was the only man who ever understood me. Perhaps the bot was right. She was willing to kill to bring him back—but not before exploring other options first. 
 
    “Well, my dear? Have you finally made your choice?” The bot asked, lowering the blade away for the first time. 
 
    She nodded, “I have. But you might not like it.”  
 
    Before Dorin could respond, she pulled the stun-stick from her belt, powered it on high, and thrust its electric impulse to the left side on Nandor’s chest. 
 
    The bot cried out in protest, “No! You’ll undo everything I’ve done!”  
 
    The body jumped as electricity pulsed through Nandor’s form, and then, there was a terrible gasp followed by a blood-curdling scream that echoed all throughout the room.  
 
    Dorin and Nix exchanged frightened looks as the scream grew louder.  
 
    What have we done?  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16: Alive 
 
      
 
    I have suffered many wounds in my many travels. My days at the Crystal College were riddled with duels, and I did not always win, and when I did win, I was not always unharmed. When I left and quested out into the wild, I encountered dangers that I had never imagined possible, even in my younger travels into this kingdom—the Crystal South. My first serious injury I suffered from barbarians, and then there was a war with the goblins. I tried my best to settle the dispute peacefully, but I soon learned that I was the only one who wanted peace. I was gravely wounded in the war. I was injured so bad, that I was left for dead. For many days I sat in the cold, bleeding and in terrible pain, but I did not allow my body to die. I fasted, and I meditated, and I got better. For healing is about more than just ideal circumstances. It is about mindset, and determination, and will.  
 
    Beasts have mauled me. Goblins have speared me. Ice Drakes have breathed frost down on me. Robbers have attempted to mug me. Fools have dueled me. Nature has spat on me with avalanches and morphing ice.  
 
    But I have always recovered.  
 
    I am not arrogant enough to say that I am immortal, but I do seem to possess a strength of body, if not will, that few others hold. Perhaps Marr has foreseen that I will need my might in the trials ahead… 
 
    —The Journal of Nandor 
 
      
 
    There was a jolt, and it hit him hard. 
 
    But it was more than just the electric pulse that raged through his body like liquid lightning—it was the jolt of rebirth. His blood was flowing from his strong beating heart as if for the first time—his lungs took in their only breath of fresh air in days, sending chills throughout his throat. His eyes opened, and were blinded by the vast rays of impossible light. His skin felt everything—so many sensations that it overwhelmed his mind.  
 
    It was as if he was in his body for the first time again. Everything was new, vivid, and painfully fresh. 
 
    “AAAAHHHH!” His lungs screamed in protest, and he could not contain the howls of pain. “AAAHHH!” 
 
    His thoughts were jumbled and erratic—leaping from each new sensation to the next. There was no localized pain like he was used to—there was only the constant tingling surrounding his every movement. It was as if his skin was not used to the very air itself. Like the softness of a baby’s skin, experiencing the harshness of the world it had been born into. 
 
    He shook and quivered and tried to look around—to see what was wrong, who was with him, and what was going on—but the more he tried to see, the more he was blinded by the light. His eyes were too crisp to properly see. The lights felt as if they were amplified by ten. 
 
    There were blurs looming over him—that was the only thing he could determine. And there were also sounds—so many sounds. The ticking of gears, the voice of a woman, but his own yelling was by far the loudest of them all. He managed to make a fist with his hand through clenched teeth, and bite back the painful sensations of being alive. Then he felt his muscles pulse with energy, and with them, the memories that they had once held. 
 
    He was a strong man, he suddenly remembered. Not just strong like other people are strong—but strong of mind, of soul, and of body. Almost supernaturally strong, as if compelled by some otherworldly force. He felt his legs pulse with the strength of many days of hard travel, and in an instant he jumped to his feet. His shoulder collided with some metal object in his way, but he brushed it aside with a roar, and he heard it fling through the air.  
 
    “AAAHHH!” His howl echoed throughout wherever he was. It sounded like it was a confined place—perhaps a small room, but his eyes were still too unfocused to be sure. 
 
    “Heavens!” a strange voice yelled almost as loudly as his own. It came from the metal object he had thrown across the chamber. 
 
    “Calm down! Calm down!” a woman’s voice frantically yelled, and he felt a hand land on his naked shoulder. 
 
    He fought back an urge to grab the hand and fling it away—there was something about the woman’s voice. Something oddly familiar and comforting in the world of fresh pain. He stood still, and tried to turn to look at the woman, but his eyes were still too unsteady. 
 
    “You’re Nandor! Do you remember anything?” the woman’s voice continued. “Nandor—please be you! Please!” 
 
    Nandor—yes. That name did hold some measure of meaning. It was who he was, and he did remember it. He remembered the people who insulted him, who stabbed him, who shot arrows and flung electricity at him and his name in hatred. It seemed, suddenly, a cruel name to be saddled with. A name that caused men both fear, admiration, and revulsion. 
 
    “I-I remember…” he spoke for the first time, the words falling strangely from his lips. “Where am I? Why does everything feel so harsh…” 
 
    There was the sound of clanking gears as an object across the room rearranged itself back to its feet. “That, dear Nandor, would be because your skin and, indeed, your entire body has been renewed. It is as if they are experiencing everything again for the first time—I had expected it might be a little… unpleasant. Much like being birthed. But I’m confident you will soon be acclimated to it all again.” 
 
    The strange robotic creature sounded familiar as well, but he kept his eyes fixed on the form of the woman. Gradually his vision was becoming clearer, and he saw her: White hair. Pale as snow. Eyes almost violet in color. Small, but shapely and vibrant as a newly blossomed flower in spring. “Nixie…” he mumbled. “Your Nixie…” He remembered, and he found his arms wrapping around her before she could reply. Her words were muffled into his shoulder, and they sounded more like weeps of joy than anything tangible. “What happened… how long have I been gone?” 
 
    “Too long, my friend. Too long,” the robotic voice across the room cooed. “But it is all okay now. I believe I speak for the both of us when I say I am glad to have you back.”  
 
    His eyes darted over to the voice, and he saw the robotic figure for the first time. “B-but I don’t understand—where have I been?” 
 
    “Dead. Or very nearly dead. On the verge, I would say.” 
 
    His eyes darted downwards. There was a strange-looking man tied close to his feet. Bound, gagged, and clearly there against his will. “Who is that?” He suddenly pushed Nix aside, and pointed at the stranger. 
 
    “Oh—oh, no one, dear friend. No one.” The bot rushed over and undid the knots keeping the stranger. “Pay him no mind. I’ll get him out of here!” 
 
    “But why was he tied up? What the hell is going on?” Rage pulsed through his veins as he glanced between Dorin and Nix. They were hiding something. Something dark, and sinister, and he could sense it like the foul smell of rotting corpses.  
 
    “Don’t concern yourself with all that right now Nandor!” Dorin continued, dragging the man across the room to the door. “Just sit tight! Relax!” It pointed to the seats beside a wooden table. A table that looked to be stained in red. “Talk to Nix! You’ve been through a lot, my friend. A lot. Take a small token of my advice: Don’t rush back into all the worldly problems all at once!” The door slammed shut behind the bot and the body it carried. 
 
    Strangely, Nandor found his legs tired, and he collapsed inside the chair the moment the bot had left. As fast as the energy surge had hit him, it was draining away, leaving him unusually tired, as if he had run a great distance. Nix took a seat beside him, her eyes never leaving his.  
 
    As he watched her, he noticed that she was observing him like some sort of strange animal at a zoo. And not just any animal—a dangerous animal, as if he was some sort of freak. “What’s wrong? Why do you look at me as if I am a dead man come alive?” 
 
    Her eyes darted aside and then she looked back at him again. There was shame in her eyes—but more than that. There was also amazement, and tears, and beauty. “Y-you don’t remember?” Her mouth quivered as she spoke, as if a mother trying to explain some terrible event to a toddler that it would never understand. 
 
    “Remember?” he repeated, wondering what strange events he was supposed to remember that would explain all the unusual circumstances he suddenly found himself in. “What’s to remember?” He scratched at a strange itch on his side. 
 
    “N-nevermind.” She sat a cold hand on top of his. “H-how do you feel?”  
 
    “A little groggy,” he replied honestly, “as if I’ve been asleep for a long time. My skin feels oddly… sensitive. And I’m slightly weary, but otherwise, fine. I feel as good as ever. Maybe even stronger.” 
 
    “A-and what is the last thing you remember—before waking up?”  
 
    He frowned, dwelling deeply on her words. The grogginess clouding his memory was fading, but it was still there. “I very definitely remember you.” He smiled, squeezing her hand. “You traveled with me as I sought something…” he reached up a hand to scratch his beard. The hair felt unusually soft. Then he looked at his hand. It was… different. Too pink, too fresh. His eyes fell to the rest of his body. He was mostly naked, with the exception of a towel tied around his waist, and everything was unlike what he was used to seeing. His skin almost glowed with liveliness—as if a healthy man just entering the heat of his prime—but it was more than that. Where there should have been scars, there was only faint, rosy colored marks. No blotched skin, no rugged lines, no stretch marks—nothing imperfect. It was all far too… pleasant. He looked like a man who had lived an easy life, not the life he knew deep inside that he had led. 
 
    “W-why do I…” He looked over his body, and his astonishment must have been apparent.  
 
    Nix released his hand, and folded her arms, shifting uncomfortably. “We had to heal you, Nandor. I think it changed your body. Renewed it.” 
 
    “Healed me?”  His frown grew in puzzlement. He scratched the itch on his side again, and suddenly looked at it. There was a reddish mark that ran from his side, and wrapped around all the way to his back, and his spine. It was the darkest mark of them all. A flash of memories roared into his head like a fast running river.  
 
    Lord Viken. The duel. The Green Forest. The Palace of Creation. The Book of Marr’s lies. The Clockwork War… 
 
    His head fell into his hands as the power of the memories tormented his mind. Pain, he had felt so much pain on that day. “What happened—did I stop the war?” he found himself asking, but he felt he already knew the answer. In his memory there was the clashing of swords, the firing of electricity, bolts and arrows, hordes of steam-powered skis thundering towards each other mounted by men with faces of death. But he hoped against all hope that his painful memories were false. 
 
    Slowly, Nixie shook her head. “After you defeated Lord Viken, Lady Mikja and Lord Grimbone joined forces. They betrayed your contract in favor of their own, and they slaughtered the army from the city of Froj. Most were lucky and fled, but many still died in the chaos.” 
 
    A low growl emanated from his throat, and it uttered up to his lips before he could contain it. “So the Green Forest…” 
 
    “…Is split between the cities of Norda and Winfrost. Froj has been forsaken. People are fleeing, or fighting within the walls. There’s talk of starvation. Even the Crystal College is in distress,” Nix confirmed. 
 
    “Damn,” he muttered. “Everything I’ve done… was it all for nothing?”  
 
    Nix had no reply. She looked as if she wanted to reassure him, but couldn’t find the presence of mind to form any comforting words, except, “At least you tried.” 
 
    He nodded, and sighed deeply. “I suppose I did.” He felt his side again where the wound from Lord Viken’s powerful longsword had cut him nearly in two. “How did I survive? I vaguely remember you tending my wounds on the battlefield… but it felt as if I was drifting away. Fading into the stars. I did not expect to live.” 
 
    “I-it-it was…” tears swelled up in Nix’s eyes. “…difficult.” 
 
    Nandor looked deep within her, examining her with the full power of his gaze. She was hiding hardships so painful that she did not dare to even speak of them. He found no desire to press her, and so, he only sat a hand on her shoulder and pulled her close. “It’s okay. I’m back now, and I’m going to set everything right.” She sobbed as he continued to speak. “The Green Forest. Mikja’s lies. Froj. Hell, even the Crystal College. I’ll make it all better.” 
 
    Between the muffles of sniffs and tears, Nix managed a meek reply. “I’m glad you’re still the same, Nandor. But don’t plan anything too brash. I can’t go through losing you again.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” he said. “I think I’ve learned my lessons by now… I won’t go making the same mistakes this time.” His eyes hardened, and he held her tighter. “I have no sympathy left for those without it themselves. No. I won’t try to reason with them. I’ll kill them.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17: Touching Gestures 
 
      
 
    I have found that after a man gets hurt, either emotionally or physically, there has to be a period of healing afterwards. Like a wounded animal, you have to retreat. You have to hide, and build up a cocoon of healing. Then, after a period of time, maybe days, maybe weeks, maybe months, you can reevaluate, and remerge. You may still have scars, but so long as you learned from your mistakes, and stay confident, you can become an even more balanced person afterwards. 
 
    —The Journal of Nandor 
 
      
 
    The bot burst into the room, interrupting their intimate cuddling. “I’ve taken care of the farmer!” it proudly proclaimed, thrusting its saw-arm upwards. 
 
    “You didn’t kill him!” Nix gasped. 
 
    “No-no! Of course not! Just dragged him to a spot where his friends will find him. But that does mean we will have to get going soon, I imagine. If he comes back with more people, we might have a problem on our hands.” It glanced at Nandor. “You still the same man?” 
 
    He nodded. “Should I be any different?” 
 
    “No, no!” the bot quipped quickly. “Of course not! Just a joke sir!” 
 
    Nandor glanced over at Nix, suspicion growing. Her eyes darted aside, and he considered questioning her further, but decided to wait on a better moment. “So, we’ll need to be moving once the farmer comes to?” He looked around the house. “Where are we, anyway?” 
 
    “The outskirts of Froj, along the small farmlands,” Nix responded. 
 
    “Ah. Yes, I know these lands well. The hunters and country folk here are some of the nicest people I’ve ever encountered in my travels. Even the Ice Rangers aren’t such bad folk, for the most part.” He scratched his beard. “But what are we doing here? And why was there an unconscious farmer?” 
 
    Nix and the Jack-Bot exchanged a glance that didn’t go unnoticed by Nandor. His frown grew, but the bot quickly dispelled his fears. “This house was the only abandoned place I could find to work. The city was in chaos, so I was forced to look for other places as I put you back together. I suspect the man formerly living here was killed in the war. A few days into my work, the farmer came by the home—a friend of the former occupant, and he was asking too many questions, he became aggressive, and would not leave Nixie alone, so I gave him a bit of a love-tap on the head. Nothing too serious. Just a rattle of the ‘ol brain.” 
 
    Nandor nodded gravely, trying to interpret the bot’s nervous words. “… How did you manage to do it?” He looked to them both, his hand still fiddling with where there should have been a large wound, but was only a faint red line.  
 
    Nix turned away, and gathered clothes from a drawer by the bed. Dorin’s head tilted from side to side. It looked to be considering its words carefully. “It was hard work, Nandor. I had to experiment with fusing metal to bone, I had to use the organs of a dead bear to repair yours, and Nix here had to… well, I can’t say exactly what she did, but I believe she channeled some mystic energy into you, and then we shocked you with your stun-stick to get it all up and running again. Your body, that is. I admit, I had my doubts, but apparently, it worked. You seem to be healed far better than I had even hoped.” 
 
    A set of clothes landed on the red-stained table before Nandor. They were simple, warm clothes. A soft leather coat and leggings coated in a black and white wolf-fur. He discarded the towel wrapped around his waist, and climbed into the new outfit. Then he nodded his thanks over to Nix. “I-I honestly don’t know what to say to you both.” He looked humbled, although he stood tall. “You healed me, and took care of me… it sounds like you never gave up, although most probably would have left me for dead.” He reached over and pulled them both into a bear-like hug. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Sir!” The bot coyly objected, prying itself from his grip. “We merely did what any friend would do for another.” 
 
    “Yet there are few true friends in this world, Dorin, and I am fortunate to count you among them.” He looked over the Jack-Bot with studious eyes. “You appear to have grown, and it’s more than the metal parts you’ve added. You have learned much in our time apart, haven’t you?” 
 
    Dorin nodded, a measure of pride showing as it puffed up its chest. “Indeed. You are correct sir. You always were. I learned about my, eh, my soul, as it were. I learned about how Jack-Bots are constructed, and it was rather… enlightening. Empowering, even.” 
 
    Nandor suddenly shifted his eyes to the door. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Nix asked. 
 
    “Shhh!” he hissed. 
 
    Boom, boom, boom! Three knocks pounded loudly on the wooden door, shaking its metal hinges. The three jumped in surprise. 
 
    “Damnit Dorin! I thought you said you took the farmer way!” Nix hissed. 
 
    “I did!” the bot gasped. “I just didn’t expect him to recover that fast!” 
 
    “Calm!” Nandor breathed heavy. “This is no problem. I can deal with him. He’s just a farmer, right?” 
 
    Again, Nix and Dorin exchanged a peculiar glance, and this time, Nandor knew he could not ignore it. “What? What are you two hiding?” 
 
    “I-it’s just…” 
 
    Boom, boom! The door was thumped again. This time, the knocks were followed by a voice. “Open up you damned vagrants! I’ve got people with me this time—and we’ll not leave until we know what happened to Egold!” 
 
    Nandor walked slowly to the door, but did not open it. He glanced over his shoulder. “Who’s Egold?” 
 
    “T-the…. the d-dea…” Nix tried to speak, but tangible words did not come. 
 
    Dorin interrupted her muttering with a scowl. “No one of consequence. I suppose he was the former occupant of this house.” 
 
    “The man you said died in the war?” Nandor frowned. 
 
    “Yes,” Dorin confirmed.  
 
    A thoughtful look overcame the nomad. “If he died in the war, then shouldn’t his neighbors know already? Were the bodies not recovered?” 
 
    The bot shrugged to Nandor, and only offered, “Human error?” 
 
    He sighed deeply. “Human error indeed. Very well. So these people probably think we are looters. Great,” he reached for the doorknob, but gave Nix and Dorin one last look. “Leave the talking to me. And the fighting, if it comes to it.” He gestured for Nix to hand over his stun-stick. “The ‘ol gal still have charge?” 
 
    “At least a few volts.” She nodded, placing the club-like weapon in his hand. “But I don’t think you should be fighting so soon.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Nandor waved aside her doubts. “I feel more alive than ever.” He turned the doorknob, and five men stood standing in the snow.  
 
    One, was the old farmer he recognized from his bedside earlier. Greyed brown hair, axe in hand, and strong forearms that suggested he had plenty of practice using the heavy blade on felled trees. The four others were all much younger men. In their late teens or early twenties, and they had weapons of their own. More farm tools than weapons, truth be told, but they were sufficient enough for slaying when wielded by strong hands, and the boys looked to be strong enough to swing ‘em good. 
 
    The five working boys and men had an angry fire burning in their eyes, and they were ready to burst inside, but Nandor cut off their path with his large figure. He loomed over them all, not allowing them to enter, like a monster backed into a den. “What’s the problem?” He spoke both soft and loud at the same time. There was an edge of a growl to his tone, but he was making an effort to hold back the brunt of his snarl. If possible, everything would go peacefully. 
 
    The older man, obviously the leader of the pack, stood on his toes to look over Nandor’s shoulder. “Where’s the girl? And the damned mechanical bot who took me unawares?” he shouted. 
 
    He did not allow the old man a good look at the inside. He took another step away from the door, and closed it behind him, so that he was the only one to face them. “They are with me, and they’ll stay inside where it’s safe. If they gave you any issues, your issues are now my concern. So I ask again—what’s the problem? From what I hear, you are the one who attacked them. My friends merely defended themselves. You should be thankful that you are still alive.” 
 
    “That ain’t what happened!” a young man standing beside the old farmer shouted. “Tell ‘em pa!” 
 
    “Easy son!” The farmer barked back. “I got questions of my own.” He kept his gaze leveled on Nandor, then he spoke with heavy accusation. “What happened to Egold and his family? Did you all kill ‘em? Are you robbers, or worse?” 
 
    Nandor, not one to back down, took another step forward, almost close enough to kiss the farmer’s weapon. “You accuse me of murder? Looting?” 
 
    “Damn right we do!” the same young man hollered. 
 
    “That’s right!” another boy said. “And we’ll string ‘ye up and kil’ ‘ye fer it!” 
 
    The elder silenced his boys with a firm look, then faced Nandor again. “There were three people that lived in this house. My friend, Egold the hunter, his wife, and their son. I need to know what you’ve done with ‘em. That’s the reason I’m here. That was why I questioned the girl. She claimed to be a niece of Egold—but I saw that for a lie. So tell the truth now, and we might spare you and your accomplices.” 
 
    A hum of electricity crackled through the weapon Nandor held in his powerful hands. “Don’t. Threaten. Me.” With a lightning-like movement, his left hand seized the farmers axe. “And most importantly, don’t threaten my friends.” The farmer tried to pry the axe from his grip, but he only held it stronger. The boys at the farmer’s back became frantic, and nearly swung their makeshift weapons, but they were inexperienced, and their father was standing directly in the way. Nandor calmly ignored their advances like the children they were. “I do not wish to hurt anyone.” He yanked the axe from the farmer, and tossed the weapon several feet away. “My friends and I arrived in this home a few days ago. It was abandoned. I cannot speak as to what happened to your friend or his family, all I can say is we won’t be here for much longer.” He looked over them all, sparing a moment to hone his powerful gaze into each of their eyes. “We will be gone before the day is out. If that isn’t good enough for you, then we will exchange more than harsh words. Is that what you really want?” 
 
    The old farmer was unsettled with how easily he had been disarmed, and he quickly backed a few feet away. His children surrounded him like angry wasps, eager to protect their hive. “W-w-we just want to know what happened to Egold,” he managed to reply. 
 
    “Then go looking for him.” Nandor pointed away. “All I can say is that he is not here, and he has not been for days.” 
 
    Nervous muttering bumbled between the farmer and his sons. “Perhaps he fled after the war…” one of the sons offered. “Many people from Froj fled to other cities…” 
 
    “Nonsense!” said another. “Egold would never flee. This was his home!” 
 
    “Father! Let us attack! We can kill him and find the truth for ourselves!”  
 
    “We can’t kill him!” a different son said. “If they were murderers than why would they have spared you, father? It seems to me that they are telling the truth! They’re only robbers!” He looked over Nandor, seeing his beard and ragged hair. “Or homeless!” 
 
    “Robbers should still be killed! We can’t tolerate vagrants in our neighborhood! Not even for a day!” 
 
    The old farmer waved down the opinions of each of his sons, and reluctantly considered his options. Nandor was a large man, grizzled, in his prime, and strong, and he had already proved himself to be surprisingly fast and equally skilled. While they could win the fight, it would not be without loss. No person who valued their children would wish to send them up against such a man. “Y-you will leave Egold’s house soon?” he asked. 
 
    “Before nightfall,” he confirmed. “We were only staying to recover after the war. Like I said—the house was abandoned, and I was injured. It was the only place where my wounds could be tended to in peace.” 
 
    “You don’t look like a wounded man!” the same, eager son yelled. 
 
    “I have recovered.” He eyed the aggressive youth with a wolfish gaze, daring him to speak again. 
 
    The farmer, at last, seemed to accept his words. “If you and your friends aren’t gone by nightfall, then I will come back with more people! Everyone in the neighborhood! And we’ll come with axes and fire and everything under the moons of tomorrow! Understood?” 
 
    Nandor nodded—he would allow the old farmer his little demand, if it eased him. “You have my word. We will be gone.” 
 
    The farmer and his sons left almost as swiftly as they had come, but Nandor stayed watchful in the snow, waiting until they were out of sight, and then a bit longer just to be sure. Then, at last, he opened the door to the small house. Nixie and Dorin were waiting inside with weapons in hand.  
 
    He almost smiled at the sight. A small woman, still not fully dressed, wielding a large sword, and a mechanical creature sprung to maximum height, letting it’s saw hum over her head.  
 
    Nandor had many questions for them—but the one that fell from his mouth first was, “Is that Lady Mikja’s sword?” 
 
    Nix nodded, “She left it with you on the field.” Her eyes darted over his shoulder. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    At that question, his face became grim. “No. The nearby farmers are preparing to gather their torches and pitch-forks. We have to leave immediately.” His face grew even graver. “You said you don’t know what happened to the man and the family who lived in this home. Is that true?” 
 
    “Absolutely sir!” the bot spoke just a little too fast. “No idea whatsoever. Home was abandoned ever since we arrived.”  
 
    “Y-yes,” Nix muttered her agreement. “P-perhaps they fled after the war. Looking for safety inside another city. Winfrost, or Norda” 
 
    Nandor frowned, “Unlikely. Country folk don’t leave just because there is a little rough weather. The people here are stronger than most. And more stubborn.” His eyes examined the room, falling from the bloodstained table, to the bed he had been lying in, to the desks and dressers. There were toys suitable for a small child scattered about erratically, and clothes still hanging over the countertops. The stove had been altered, by the looks of it, recently, to burn hot enough to milt metal, and tools for delicately cutting and slicing flesh were arranged systematically by the kitchen. “This does not look like a home willingly abandoned. Something else happened here…” He paced back and forth the stone dwelling, looking and sniffing everything like an inquisitive animal. 
 
    His companions became nervous. 
 
    “B-but we have to leave,” Nix tugged at his sleeve. “Like you said. There’s no time to waste.” 
 
    “Indeed!” The bot jumped in front of Nandor, swinging its arms. “We must pack and head out!” 
 
    Reluctantly, he heeded their advice. He hated to admit it, but whatever had happened in the small home would have to remain a mystery. He gathered up his supplies by the bedside, and was immensely pleased to find that all his most valued items were still there. The aura-detecting spectacle created by Wagfrost, a fire-starter, a tiny tent wrapped so small it was less than a bundle of clothes, a spare change of wool undergarments, several herbs with different medicinal uses, a bit of gold, and, most importantly, leaning against the wall, were his beloved skis. 
 
    They were beautiful. Priceless. He reached out with eager arms and practically hugged them. The blue crystals carefully embedded into them released a low yield of power when pressured by the rider, allowing them to propel the wearer uphill and along empty fields with surprising speed. The soft-metal edges were freshly sharpened for quick turns and the underbody was waxed so well it could milt ice. He could not contain a large smile as he carried his skis outside, and placed them parallel in the snow. It had been too long since they kissed snow. 
 
    Nix placed her own skis beside his, but they were far less impressive. Steam-powered, an older model, and poorly maintained. The chain windings allowing traction underneath were worn, rusted, and slow, and the small engines powering each ski was so inefficient it probably burned a potent coal-stone each day, as the snow-intake for backup power often became useless and clogged. 
 
    “We really must get you some better skis someday,” Nandor said. 
 
    “Haven’t had a good chance. Or the money,” she replied. 
 
    Dorin sat on the snow beside them as they mounted their skis, and he appeared to be tugging at his feet. 
 
    “How do you travel quickly through the deep snow?” Nix asked the bot. 
 
    The metal creature grunted as its pulled at it toes. There was a clanking noise, and suddenly all four toes snapped into place, merging into one straight line. Chink, chink, chink… gears ticked as the bot continued to yank its feet outward, pulling on opposite sides. Soon, its feet extended outwards four feet, just long enough to become a short set of skis. “This, is how.” The bot propped its newly arranged feet up in the snow. “But burns a lot of energy. I’ll need some coal and oil by the time we make it to where were going…” it looked to Nandor. “Where are we going, by the way? Do you have some plan?”  
 
      “Where else to go?” Nandor let out a hearty laugh as his skis clicked into place. “Froj. And the Crystal College.” 
 
    Nix did not share his enthusiasm. “We don’t have to go there, Nandor. A lot has changed. The city is not the same… it would certainly be safer if we could go elsewhere… anywhere else.” 
 
    “Perhaps so,” he good-naturedly slapped her on the back. “But I still have much to set right. Grandmaster Forojen owes me some explanations, and sooner or later I’ll owe Lady Mikja a visit too.” He slung his pack over his shoulders, crouched low, and began to slide up through the snow. “Come, my friends!” he hollered over his shoulder. “To the Crystal College!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18: New Lows 
 
      
 
    What causes an otherwise healthy man to lose his mind? 
 
    Tragedy? Hopelessness? A broken spirit? 
 
    Insanity is far more complicated than any one event. Like everything else, it is a compounded series of circumstances all falling into place. The will must be broken. The spirit must be dampened. The guiding philosophies must be proven false. Disillusionment must be installed. The lens—the focal point through which the world is viewed must be altered—turned to pessimism, and dark thoughts. 
 
    Many things can cause this, and no singular person is entirely safe from the realms of madness. Everyone can experience a new low, and there is no point of bottom, only the point in which the emptiness feels so unbearable that change is forced to occur. 
 
    —The Light of Igra 
 
      
 
    Nandor’s upbeat haphazard attitude flipped gradually as they approached the city of Froj, and it was replaced with murky memories. Where once he was hopeful and energized, he found old thoughts enter into the dark corners of his mind. 
 
    But rather than dwell on the duel against Lord Viken that he half lost and half won, or his injuries that had caused him to go through some healing process so strange that even his companions would not speak of it, or, indeed, even his failure at unifying the three cities to split the Green Forest equally, he constantly found his thoughts going to the one event that had changed his entire perspective—the expedition.  
 
    The expedition that should have uncovered Marr’s Palace of Creation, but had proved only that Marr was both a liar and a dead man. A wise liar, perhaps, but a liar all the same.  
 
    Such thoughts plagued him. Marr… a liar… my god… a trick. A simple trick. How was I fooled so easily? Without Marr—what even am I but a fool tricked by an old book filled with dim-witted philosophies written for men over a thousand years ago? 
 
    And more importantly, if he could not place his trust in Marr, what could he trust? 
 
    What reason do I have to believe that anything will be alright? The Green Forest will be abused and misused like always—the rich with prosper while the poor starve. Froj will be forsaken. There is no god to set it all right—there is no palace of creation with which I could create more green land—no. There’s nothing. Nothing but chaos. The world I once knew was nothing more than a sweet lie… we’re all damned into darkness and oblivion. 
 
    At his side, Nix seemed to sense his unrest. “Nandor? Are you okay?” 
 
    He shook his head uncertainly. “It’s just… just my memory. It is all coming back like a painful old wound flaring up on a cold day. Marr… the palace of creation…” he hesitated, and then slowed his pace so that they could ski side by side. “Did you hear about what I found in that place? Inside the ridge, behind the falls?” 
 
    She shook her head. “All I know is that you did not find the palace—or if you did, it was unable to do the things you hoped. The rest, is a mystery. The expedition team never returned… there are rumors that monsters ate them… and some rumors are worse.” 
 
    Nandor’s eyes widened. Just what he needed—more bad news. “No one else made it back?” He huffed in amazement, then he scowled—the world was cursed indeed. No—not cursed, he suddenly realized, just forgotten. Nothingness. Chaos and random chance bursting about utterly indifferent to right and wrong. No god to guide it. No philosophy to set it right.  
 
    Nandor was not a man to cry. Not even under the most distressing of events. His life had been too hard to allow for tears to form—especially when near the gaze of others. What good did tears do anyway? But still—as realization after realization hit him, and hit him hard, he found it hard to contain all his emotions. He breathed heavy, and he slowed even more, as if a great burden had fallen on his shoulders.  
 
    Nix gave a concerned backwards glance, and slid to a halt, causing him to do the same. Snow flung up into the air as they stopped on the mountainside, and they met each other’s eyes. “What did you find there?” She looked up at him, dismounting from her skis. They were near enough to the main road into Froj that the snow was not too deep for walking. He mirrored her actions, and then slung his skis on a strap over his shoulder as he carefully thought on her question.  
 
    The sky was turning to night, but there were still enough moons visible for a soft, easy light, without need of a torch. When he gazed downwards he saw concern in her eyes—she was a sweet girl, but she could never understand what he was going through, and he knew it. There was no point in weighing her down with all of his heavy thoughts. He recalled an old verse that he used to often reflect on: 
 
    Negativity breeds negativity and inaction. The wise man takes the path of enlightenment instead. 
 
    —The Book of Marr 
 
    But did the Book of Marr even matter anymore? 
 
    He did not know, but words came pouring from his mouth before he could stop them. He knew they were dark words. He knew they were negative, and disheartening, but he found himself powerless to their will. He had to speak, and no amount of wisdom he recalled could dissuade him. It was as if another person spoke through his mouth—a person he did not fully know, but had always been lurking in the shadows of his heart, and had finally been unleashed. 
 
    “It was all a lie, Nixie. All of it.” He began to walk slowly on the road, keeping his eyes away from hers lest she see them began to water. “There was no Palace of Creation—the coordinates—we were following something else entirely. It was Marr’s grave. His true grave. The grave he hid from the outside world, so that everyone else might think he had disappeared into the stars by the hand of his god. I saw his body there, Nix. His body. Green irradiated all around him—a powerful aura. But he was dead. His words were all a lie. He was no prophet for a god—he was a deceiver.” 
 
    He glanced at the girl by his side. She did not meet his eyes, and they both stayed fixed on the road. For a moment, there was only silence, save for the clanking of the Jack-Bot following them a few paces behind. It appeared to be listening with interest, but was respectful enough to not interrupt them. 
 
    At last, Nix found a reply. “You used to quote me words from the Book of Marr almost every day. I may not have always appreciated it, but still, as I reflect back on our time together, it helped me to grow. It changed me. Made me become a better person. Surely all that wisdom still matters?” 
 
    Nandor held back a dark laugh, and it came out as a scoff instead. “Wisdom can be found anywhere. Even the gutters in the ruined streets filled with shit and senseless suffering have wisdom spewing from them, occasionally. But that is not what matters. Don’t you understand? My god—Marr, the prophet—that is the lie. There is no guiding force in the world. No benevolence. No nothing. Only chaos…” There was a growl in his tone—a bitterness that he could not contain. “…and if there is only chaos, then what chance do I ever stand in changing the world for the better? I have no god on my side. Perhaps people only want violence, and bickering. Perhaps the rich and strong are born to prey upon the poor and the weak. Lord Viken—Lady Mikja, Grimbone—they might be right. The contest of battle and killing… chaos. Perhaps that is the true way of the world.” 
 
    Nix’s brows furrowed, and she looked increasingly uncomfortable with his every word. Nandor knew why—he had been her rock. He had always been steady in the face of any storm. Monsters, madmen, depression, evil people—it did not matter. He had guided her, and he had always had an answer for any situation, no matter how hapless it seemed. Now his true doubts were unraveled, and she was not properly equipped to handle it. Inwardly, he mocked her ignorance. She was far too young and naive to even begin to understand what he was facing.  
 
    “Tell me you don’t mean all that?” she pleaded. 
 
    “Girl,” he met her eyes with a frank gaze, and saw no use in lying. “I don’t know what I mean anymore. All I know is I need a drink. Something heavy.” 
 
    From behind them the sound of clanking steps grew closer, and the bot came into view, nodding along with his words. “Yes! A drink! Good thinking sir! I could do with a pint of oil myself—clean the ‘ol cogs, as it is!” 
 
    They arrived before the city walls to face a squadron of guards standing at the gates. The leader held up a hand as they approached, and spoke a cautionary word of warning. 
 
    “Froj is not safe. Enter at your own peril.” 
 
    “Do I look like a man who cares?” Nandor gazed downwards at them. 
 
    There was a flicker of recognition across the guards face as he gazed up at the large, grizzled figure. “I-I know you,” he stuttered, nervously. “I saw you on the battlefield. You’re the one that killed Lord Viken! H-how are you still alive?” 
 
    “It was a fair duel,” he replied. “Nothing more.” 
 
    “But you were cut in half! A-and Lady Mikja! Lord Grimbone! You were plotting with them! You betrayed the city!” His hand fumbled for his sword, but Nandor shot him a stern look. 
 
    “I was trying to negotiate peace between the three cities. It is Lady Mikja and Lord Grimbone who betrayed the contract. They should be the subject of your ire, not I.” His words somehow stopped the guard from fully drawing his weapon, but the captain’s companions were still uneasy. He ignored them, and pointed, “Now, open the gate. I have business in Froj.” 
 
    “What sort of business?” 
 
    “Drinking, for one.” He nodded towards the bot at his side. “We thirst.” 
 
    “You won’t be causing any problems?” 
 
    This time, Nix replied, “Sir—do you honestly think that Froj could be in any worse of a state than it already is?” 
 
    “I know we don’t need a man who killed our lord within our walls!”  
 
    “Then how about a headmaster of the Crystal College—appointed by Grandmaster Forojen himself?” Nix tugged at the shimmering red amulet, pulling it from Nandor’s pack. The appearance of the item cause the guards to gasp—they knew the respect the amulet garnered, and were surprised to find it in her hands. “Let us in. We have much to discuss. We aren’t going to cause problems, we’re going to try to set things right.” 
 
    The small squadron of guards exchanged glances, as if asking each other for permission. The captain sighed, and shook his head. “I suppose larger heads than mine will have to sort you out.” He motioned his hand upward, and the gate begun to rise. “Very well. Enter.” 
 
    Nandor brushed them aside and he meaningfully marched into the city. Nix and Dorin followed at his heels, making an effort to stay close.  
 
    “You’re not really looking for a place to drink, are you?” she asked, clearly not pleased with the prospect. In their time together, she had never witnessed him with an appetite for booze, which was intentional, on his part. Although he had drank often in his youth, he was far more careful anymore. But these were outstanding circumstances. 
 
    He rumbled his reply, “I’ve just awoken from the brink of death, I’ve learned my whole life following Marr has been a lie, and Froj is likely damned into ruin, despite all my efforts to save it.” He shot her a look, daring her to question his decision. “So yes, Nix, I’d say a drink or two is in order. Maybe more.” 
 
    And with that, he kept his eyes peeled for a suitable tavern. 
 
    *** 
 
    There were not many places open. It was becoming late, and any reputable taverns were either barred-up tight or abandoned from the war. But they still managed to find a place, near the college. The tavern was a frequent indulgence of students and workers looking for drugs or worse. Nix had attempted to dissuade both Nandor and Dorin from entering the dreary establishment, but they had both proven to be decidedly fixed on the matter. She understood Nandor’s persistence, at least, to a degree—he certainly had enough on his mind. The Jack-Bot, on the other hand, she had no idea as to why it was so set on drinking. She was not even sure if bot’s could drink. 
 
    The Pissy Goblin, true to its name, was a seedy establishment. Story goes, there was once a captured goblin chained to the tavern walls who patrons would insult, hit, or throw darts at, but no matter how much suffering the goblin was forced to torment, it only grew angrier and angrier. One day, the miserable creature simply disappeared. Now, parents told children that the same goblin still lived in Froj, and captured naughty kids in the night. 
 
    She found herself asking Nandor if such a story was true. 
 
    He downed a heavy shot of winter whisky, then pointed at a cage hanging from the ceiling, and cuffs chained by the walls where people nearby threw darts. “You’re young, so you don’t know this yet, sweetheart. But generally, if something sounds too terrible to be true, you’ll find it is true. The worst of human nature always peaks its ugly head wherever it can.” 
 
    Nix was not sure if she felt more horror or sympathy. Goblins were the monsters in the light. Terrible creatures, by all accounts. Vicious, vile, and smelly. There where endless rumors that unknown kingdoms in the great beyond fell to goblin tribes, and everyone in the Crystal South feared that one day the endless swarm of goblins would turn their gaze to Froj, Winfrost, or Norda.  
 
    But still, even if they were evil, did any creature deserve such torture?  
 
    She gazed around the tavern—the patrons were all drunks by trade. Old, ragged, retired mercenaries, rattled workers from the metal factories, and dancing women who looked like they had never known a single day of kindness. If there was once a goblin chained to these walls—it would have been terribly abused by these sorts of men and women. Hell, these men and women abused themselves. A goblin would have been brutalized. 
 
    Faint flickers of light sparked on and off, causing her eyes to never fully adjust to the tavern. The lights were red and yellow—low quality moonstones, powered by gears, which were, in turn, powered by steam that emanated from below the rafters, filling the large room with a steady supply of heat. It was so warm inside that Nandor had already discarded much of his wolf skin clothes, and Nix was considering doing the same. There was a dense fog that hung in the air too—but it was not from the steam. It came from hookahs centered on stone rounded tables, with wooden pipes attached to mouthpieces. People inhaled different strands of hallucinogenic lichen, causing clouds of green, yellow and blue to puff from their mouths. 
 
    Nix looked to the center of their own table. A hookah was dead center, and Nandor was lighting it up. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked, not hiding her disappointment. 
 
    Nandor shrugged, and held up his shot glass, waving the tavern girl to bring him another. “Should be obvious, Nix,” was all he said in reply. He lit the coals at the top of the hookah with his fire-crank, and then held the pipe up to his mouth, and inhaled deeply.  
 
    There was a bubbling noise as water heated and air shot through the green lichen burning up top. When he exhaled, he let out a loud sigh, and green smoke frothed from his mouth like an eagerly poured tankard of ale. “That feels a little better…” He stretched out his arms, and leaned backwards in the chair. Then he handed the pipe to the bot, sitting beside him. 
 
    Dorin accepted the hose with a delightful grin. “Thank you sir!” It brought the mouthpiece up to its own twisted and coiled lips, and it struggled to inhale. There was a burst of steam, and its eyes glowed, then, at last, the smoke entered the metal creature, and exited out of its vents, causing it to almost glow with green. “Bu-bu-burrrb!” the Jack-Bot exclaimed, shaking its head from side to side. “That was interesting indeed!” 
 
    “Eh,” Nandor replied indifferently, and took the hose back, letting it idle at the side of his mouth. “I just wanted to see if you could inhale it, to be honest.” He half-shrugged, and gave Nix a look. Perhaps he was asking if she wanted a hit. 
 
    Very certainly, she shook her head. “We need to be getting to the Crystal College. I promised the Grandmaster!” 
 
    At her pleading, Nandor simply chuckled, and more green smoke escaped his lips. “Grandmaster Forojen is a dick,” he snorted, sitting the hookah hose aside in exchange for the fresh glass of whisky. He downed it with determination, and slammed it back on the table. “Ahhh…” he licked his teeth, “…refreshing as a mountain spring.” 
 
    Fire burned in Nixie’s eyes, and she felt heat rush to her head. To go through so much… Dobry’s death, the countless bodies and souls that Dorin drained… all that… and what do I get in return? A drunkard. This is not Nandor.  
 
    Nandor continued to speak, as much to himself as to his companions, “Forojen lied to me, you know. Just like the others. Like everyone. He tried to keep me away from the war, so that I could not stop it. It might be the only reason he funded the expedition in the first place…” He rolled his head over his shoulders. “Perhaps I should kill him.” 
 
    Dorin nodded, “If he deceived you, I would help you with your vengeance.” 
 
    “Good,” Nandor smiled, and he patted the bot’s shoulder. “You’re a good bot. The best.” He waved over for another shot of whisky, and when the tavern girl appeared, he told her to make it two, and to fetch a pint of oil too. “What’s your favorite blend?” he asked the bot. 
 
    “Flaming Bolts! The finest oil! Makes my gears run like thunder!” Dorin exclaimed. 
 
    “Aha! Two more shots of whisky for me and flaming bolts oil for my mechanical friend. Nix?” His eyes fell on her. “Pouty girl? What’ll you have?” 
 
    “I’ll stick with water,” she replied softly. 
 
    “Bah! So boring!” Nandor turned from her to face the server. “Fine. That’ll be all. Hurry along!” 
 
    She eyed both Nandor and the bot as they drank, and smoked, and laughed at senseless things, and her ire grew as she brooded on their actions. Through the flickers of dim light and colored smoke she kept her gaze particularly on Nandor. Who knew what thoughts went through the mechanical creature’s strange mind—but Nandor? He should have known better. His pale, crystal-colored skin glowed and glistened with sweat as he sang old songs and made crude jokes, shouting back and forth with anyone who would listen, and he appeared far younger than his forty years of age. He reminded her more of a college student than a grown, wizened man. The healing had changed him, she suddenly realized. It had not just rejuvenated his body, but his mind was different as well. Younger. More foolish, and brash. 
 
    Which meant all her efforts had been for naught. 
 
    Her bitterness soured even more.  
 
    Froj needed a hero. The grizzled, rugged man who had traveled with her previously. Not some eager young man looking to drink and smoke his mind into the realms of oblivion. 
 
    “…He should have never died for you…” she found the words escape her lips. She did not know she had spoken until after the words were already hanging in the air. Perhaps the second-hand lichen was having an effect on her head. She was not used to the strong strands that filled the tavern. 
 
    Nandor’s eyes fell on her, and his brows furrowed. “What? Who should have never died for me?” 
 
    The fire in her burned bright. She looked upwards to meet his gaze, “Dobry,” she said, an angry tear forming in her right eye. “Dobry should have never died for you.” 
 
    “What’s this?” Nandor glanced between her and the bot. “Dobry died? How?” 
 
    “Before I found Dorin—your body had disappeared. Most people thought you were dead. But Dobry helped me look for you. He was willing to risk his life to help find you. We were attacked in the city, and he died.” There were undertones of a snarl in her throat, “He died for you, and you now sit here drinking and smoking like some arrogant fool… What a waste.” 
 
    The hose dropped from the edge of Nandor’s mouth and fell to the ground. He brought up his hands and rubbed his eyes, as if to try to clear them from the haze of smoke. “I-I-I don’t understand… Dobry? The scholar? W-why would he…”  
 
    “…Die for you? I don’t know. Perhaps he, like me, thought that you were a great man. A wise man. A hero. The only person who would try to set things right, even when everything else was going wrong…” She threw her glass aside and stood from her chair, looming over the table. “But apparently, we were both wrong.” 
 
    “Now, now!” the bot protested, standing up alongside her. “No need to be so callous. Nandor has been through a lot, dear. A lot. He just needs a bit of time to unwind.” It glanced down, “Right, chum?” 
 
    Nandor shook his head, and looked as if he felt dizzy. He ignored the bot, and gazed firmly into Nixie’s eyes. “No. I’m no hero. Not anymore.” He managed to make his way to his feet, and he revealed his bared midsection. He traced his index finger along the fine red line from his waist to his spine. “This changed that.” With his other hand, he reached down and pulled out a small book from his pack. He slammed it on the table as if it were a vile rodent, and pointed. “This changed it too.” 
 
    Nix found her eyes darting to the book, The Manifesto of Marr, it said. She collapsed back into her chair with a deep sigh. Perhaps I’ve been expecting too much, she suddenly realized. “This book…” she flicked open the first page, and glanced over the words. 
 
    “…it says the truth of Marr. Written by the man himself. Might as well be his last confession.” 
 
    Her gazed darted upwards. He was defeated. Broken. He spoke through gritted teeth, as if trying to face an invisible opponent, but unable to defeat it. His faith had been the center point of his entire worldview.  
 
    She looked downwards again, and skimmed through the Manifesto. In it, Marr explained that he was never a prophet of god, only a man looking to guide those with a belief in god. She imagined how Nandor must have felt when he first discovered it. Disillusioned. Confused. Even betrayed. It was no wonder he had been so reckless in his duel against Lord Viken. He was not a man trying to win—he was a man with a death wish.  
 
    And now that he was brought back into the realms of the living, and unable to escape the truth, he was changed. He was no longer the man she once knew, and there was no way to fix him. 
 
    But perhaps, she thought, through crossed fingers, perhaps he can still be a great man. Perhaps he just needs a little guidance… For a moment she dwelled on what she might say to comfort him, but in the end, she realized that she was ill-equipped to be advising anyone. Nandor had said it once, when speaking to a guard: 
 
    She has more problems than the both of us combined. 
 
    And it had been true, then. But maybe the tables have turned. Maybe I need to be the voice of reason for a change. 
 
    Nandor and Dorin had found their seats again, sitting within them in uncomfortable silence, and Nix was on the verge of gathering up enough courage to speak, but the bot suddenly spoke before she could form words. “You know,” the mechanical voice started tenderly, and laid a metal hand on Nandor’s shoulder. It was an awkward, clunky gesture, but she noticed that he did not seem to mind it. “Perhaps it’s not such a bad thing that you’ve changed.” 
 
    He looked downwards, an eyebrow half-raised. “Eh?” he grunted. 
 
    “Well,” the bot continued, “You learned that Marr was a liar.” It shrugged with its free arm. “So what? Big deal. Good riddance, I say!” There was a grinding noise as the bots left hand grew firmer on Nandor’s shoulder, and it shook him eagerly from side to side. “That just means that you fell down a wrong intellectual burrow or two! Probably got suckered into it since your youth! Nothing to be ashamed of. Happens to hundreds of people every day. God, Marr, holy wisdom, and all that other hogwash… you were a kindly, great man even with all that religious swill holding you back—so just imagine! Think what you could be if you unleashed your full potential! Unsaddled with a bunch of junk-philosophy and misguided dibbly-dab!” 
 
    Nandor’s questioning look became transfixed on the bot’s words, but Nix did not like where the conversation was headed.  
 
    Dorin nodded eagerly, happy to have his attention. “Think of all the things that you didn’t do just because it was written in some ancient old book. Why, now that you’ve discovered the truth of the garbage, you’re a free man! Free! Like me!” It threw its arms up into the air as if celebrating some great achievement. “Taste that freedom, my friend! Taste and embrace it, like I have!” 
 
    Slowly, Nandor began to nod with it, which only encouraged the bot further. “There you go ‘ol chum! The taste is bitter at first, but oh let-me-tell-you! It gets sweet! Sweet and as refreshing as the dew drops from a freshly-thawed pint of ale!”  Dorin held up its mug of oil expectantly. 
 
    After a brief moment, Nandor raised up his own glass and clinked it against the bot’s. “To freedom!” he toasted. 
 
    “Aye! To freedom my friend! And all the wonderful things it brings!” The bot clinked mugs again, and then gulped so heavily that excess oil dripped down its chin. Its hat nearly fell from its head as it gulped. 
 
    Nandor did the same, drinking generous guzzles as if he were parched.  
 
    Nix, for her part, sighed, and inwardly shook her head. It was not the path she had intended to guide Nandor down, but perhaps it was what he needed. At the least, he did appear happier than he had been. 
 
    But on the other hand, she had seen what the bot called freedom, and it was a twisted freedom… red blood dripping from slit throats. Organs harvested from innocent men and children. Was that what the bot meant? Freedom to kill and maim without consequence? Does it intend on turning Nandor into the same sort of heartless killer? 
 
    She chuckled at the absurdity of the thought. Nandor was no killer. He was a protector. A defender. A fighter for peace. And of that much, she was nearly certain, he would never change. 
 
    Suddenly there was the great sound of stone scraping against wood as Nandor brushed aside his chair to come to his feet. He practically pulled the bot up with him. 
 
    “How right you are, my mechanical friend!” He cried out, his voice far louder than necessary for the close proximity. “I’m not ruined—I’m freed! Damn Marr into whatever hell he lied about!” He twirled around, his glazed-over eyes searching for something. “Where did that doorway disappear too?” he shouted at nobody in particular, angered that he could not spot it. “We’ve got business to attend to, damn it! We should be off!”  
 
    And with that, Nix stood to her feet and steadied him in the direction of the door. “About time…” she muttered under her breath. “We don’t need to keep the grandmaster waiting.” 
 
    “What was that?” Nandor spun against her, as if an ice insect was buzzing by his ear.  
 
    “Nothing, Nandor… nothing…” she irritably muttered by his side, guiding him towards the doorway. She did not appreciate dealing with drunks. Loud drunks, least of all. 
 
    “Then too the college we go! I’ve got some skulls to split in two!” His hands fumbled about as he tried to walk in a steady line towards the door, and again, Nix sighed. 
 
    “How many shots of whisky did he have?” She whispered to Dorin. 
 
    “Just the right amount, my dear!” The bot chirped merrily, taking Nandor’s opposite side. 
 
    She rolled her eyes, and tried in vain to calm them. She did not cherish the thought of arriving before Grandmaster Forojen with a drunkard and a manic bot, but it was better to get moving than to stay in the dumps. 
 
    Nandor tossed the serving girl two silver coins as they passed, and slapped her softly on the butt. The well-proportioned lady did not seem to mind. In fact, she blushed and shot him a flirtatious wink. He appeared to make an attempt at returning the look, but his face was too flushed with ale to become dapper on command, so instead, he only blinked and skewed his nose up in a position that appeared most discomforting. 
 
    Rather than become dissuaded at his failed attempt, as any sober man might, he instead let out a great sigh of satisfaction, and continued on his jolly way. 
 
    At least someone is happy, Nix bitterly thought, and together, they departed from The Pissy Goblin. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19: A New Man 
 
      
 
    There are several truths written in the stars, mortals. Truths that shall test all living beings. The truth of struggle, strife, challenge, and battle. 
 
    From beginning to end, life is a fight to survive. This applies to every living creature, from smallest organism to largest monster. You have to fight for air, for food, for sustenance, and for mates. It is how progress happens. 
 
    Progress occurs through violence. War. Battle. Struggle. Living creatures improve by eradicating the weak and growing the strong. Without this cycle of improvement, stagnation, or worse, extinction is the ultimate result. 
 
    So go to battle, my creations. Fight amongst yourselves—have the strong band together, and kill those who are weak and unworthy, for the truth is written across the stars in blood and glory. Those wise beings who thrive in war and struggle will always triumph over those pathetic fools who play at it. It is a truth in the stars. 
 
    —The Truth in the Stars 
 
      
 
    The world was a fog before Nandor. 
 
    He had not drank so much in a long, long time. Not since he was a student of the college, if he could recall correctly. He had always been something of a lightweight, for a man as solid and large as he appeared, and so he was normally careful to not drink more than three or four shots of anything heavy. 
 
    But his mind was not functioning properly—even before he had gotten drunk.  
 
    There was too much disappointment. Loss, even.  
 
    The news of Dobry’s death did not help. Although they had never spent enough time together to grow close, he had always been rather fond of the small scholarly fellow. He was one of the few residents of the Crystal College who had never openly mocked him for his ragged, homeless appearance. 
 
    Of course, now times have changed, he told himself. He dawned the shimmering red amulet around his neck, and felt a measure of pride. Me, Headmaster of Elemental Studies. Who would have thought?  
 
    It was a position he would have refused, if the grandmaster had not offered it in dire circumstances. He had no desire to teach in a place where he had been bullied, assaulted, and ridiculed for being different. Indeed, his opinions of the Crystal College where as low as ever, but even with a heavy dose of skepticism, there was still something almost magical about being honored with the position. 
 
    He was not a man to care about such things as social status and respect—but now he undeniably held both on high accounts, and he found it strangely suitable. After all, just because he did not care much for the opinions of others doesn’t mean that it felt bad to be held in high regard. The opposite, even. 
 
    He approached the college’s crystalline gates with his companions at either side.  
 
    Nix, he could tell, was irritated with his behavior over the past few hours. But there was little to be done about that. In contrast, Dorin appeared so enthused the mechanical creature acted dog-like. It kept speaking excitedly in his ear, and as it did drool-like oil dripped from its mouth and steam panted from its side vents. 
 
    Nandor silenced its endless prattling by holding up a hand to its mouth, then he looked upwards and shouted, “Open the gates!” 
 
    Several moments of silence passed, and his companions became restless, but he did not bother shouting again. His voice was loud. If someone was there, they would have heard him. 
 
    At last, a face appeared over the wall. “W-Who goes there?” a voice far gentler than his rang down from above. 
 
    “Nandor, Headmaster of Elemental Studies!” he boomed. 
 
    There was another moment of silence. The man above looked dubious. “I’m sorry—I-I don’t recognize… Who?” he uncertainly asked. 
 
    “NANDOR!” He thundered back, his voice so loud that it rang over the gates to the college libraries and then back down again to the city below. 
 
    “O-Oh…” The college guard nervously darted away from cover, and there was the noise of some commotion transpiring behind the walls. 
 
    After a moment, the gate swung inward. Two guards faced them this time. One behind the first, his hand on a powerful fire-conductor, ready to project molten flame if the need should arise.  
 
    The guard up front held a longsword. “Who are you? I-I’m afraid we don’t recognize any—eh—any Nandor…” 
 
    His gaze became more than irritable. “You don’t recognize me?” He breathed heavy, his powerful chest rising and falling in anger. “Look long and hard, son. Then think again.” 
 
    Before either of them could act, Nix stood in his way. “Please,” she hissed, as much at the guard as at Nandor, “be civil!” She pointed at the blue bow tied close around her neck, and then at the medallion around Nandor. “I’m Nixie. This is Nandor. He was appointed by Grandmaster Forojen just before the war. See?” 
 
    Although skeptical, the guard nodded them both inside. The magical craftsmanship in the medallion was apparent to any trained eyes, and the blue bow could only belong to a student of the college. “I’m sorry sir,” he spoke towards Nandor. “I was not informed that you were appointed as the new headmaster of elemental studies.” 
 
    “Bah!” Nandor scoffed, and brushed him aside. “That’s the problem with you college idiots. Too caught up on your cloud of overly-scholastic books and make-believe to know what’s really going on.” He took several bold steps into the college grounds, and then spun back on the guard. “If you had spent any time outside of these walls, you would have heard of my deeds, by now. But I bet a man like you didn’t even witness the war, nor have you even bothered to research the artifacts I’ve found in your own college libraries. And you call this a place of learning! Ha! Fools, the lot of you.” 
 
    There was a large company of eyes on Nandor by this point, and he felt each gaze like bitter drops of hatred. He was about to say more, but again, Nix interrupted him. 
 
    “Perhaps you should speak to Grandmaster Forojen and settle in a little before going off on a tangent against the college?” she whispered. 
 
    He considered her words. She was probably right. 
 
    He spun back around to face the small crowd of onlookers. “I go to see Grandmaster Forojen!” he proclaimed. “There is much that needs to be set right here indeed!” 
 
    With that, he marched off further into the college grounds. The Grandmaster’s home was near the top of the campus, by the libraries and museums. Nandor knew the path well, and even through hazy, booze-addled eyes it did not take him long to arrive. 
 
    Nix stopped him short of the building, standing in his path. She looked irritated, and out of breath from having to keep up with him. “W-w-hold up a moment—” she panted, “—just wait.” 
 
    “What? There a problem?” He darted his eyes around suspiciously. “Don’t tell me you’ve become one of them! Are you trying to stop me from seeing Forojen? The college has brainwashed you, hasn’t it?” He blared one question after another, unable to contain his rage at the prospect. 
 
    Dorin mirrored Nandor’s sudden distrust, winding up its legs so that it could loom over Nix as it questioned her. “Aha! He’s right, isn’t he, girl? I always suspected it too! She wasn’t willing to help heal you at first—did I tell you that, sir?” It glanced at him, while still keeping its body held aggressively over Nix. “She almost refused to even try to heal you!” 
 
    Nandor’s eyebrows furrowed as he received the bots words, and he became both skeptical of himself and the bot. With an abrupt realization, he wondered if they had drank more than was wise. Whatever Nix was, she was not cruel. For the bot to even suggest it hinted more at the mechanical creature’s poor inhibitions rather than Nixie’s personal wrongdoing, or so he thought through a dim mind. 
 
    Nix looked more frustrated than ever. “Dorin!” she hissed, and stomped a foot down. “You know why I was hesitant to help at first—don’t you dare go there! He doesn’t need to hear it!” 
 
    His confusion furthered, but the bot appeared unfazed. 
 
    “Perhaps he does, darling. Perhaps you should tell him what you did in that house.” It spoke back, almost threateningly. 
 
    “What I did?” Her face became scarlet red, and she no longer appeared in control of her emotions. “Don’t you mean what you did?” 
 
    “Fickle-fackel and hollypog!” Dorin replied, and turned up its head. “We both did it, dear girl. You only pretended to keep your hands clean—but I doubt they were after you cleaned up after me! There was oh so much young blood…” 
 
    “Ah!” she gasped as if struck. “H-how dare you speak of what you forced me to do!” 
 
    “I forced nothing darling—nothing!” it chirped back cheekily. “I merely put you in a position where you had to do what was best—I was left with little choice, after all.” 
 
    Nix clinched her tiny fists, and raised them up as if to strike. 
 
    But very suddenly, Nandor had enough.  
 
    His head was pounding far louder than it should have, and two people yelling about incomprehensible things was only making the headache worse. He stepped in front of them both and powerfully pushed them a safe distance away from each other. 
 
    “By the hand of a butchered yeti gnawed to pieces by my own bared teeth—stop your senseless squabbling!” he roared. His voice echoed for a moment, and then there was uncomfortable silence. Somehow, he glared at them both at the same time. “I think—and I may be a little addled, so don’t mind me if my words are a little, eh, woozy.” He held back a burp, and stumbled from the unexpected strength of it, but heroically managed to stay standing. “I-I for one—” he continued, “think that perhaps we should call it a night. And deal with whatever,” he waved a vague hand between them, “all this is, in the morning. When our heads are, hopefully, clearer.” 
 
    The girl in front of him thrust her arms down. “That was what I was going to suggest in the first place!” she said. “I only stopped you from entering Forojen’s house because I wanted to suggest it! Don’t you think speaking with the grandmaster smelling of laced lichen and whisky might make a bad impression?” 
 
    The bot tilted its head, as if the thought had never occurred to it. Being a creature who was remarkably old, but also remarkably naive among the ways of human interactions, it likely hadn’t occurred to it. “You don’t say?” It scratched its chin, then looked to Nandor with a half-raised eyebrow. “You think she’s right?” 
 
    “Of course I am!” She stomped her foot again. 
 
    Nandor smiled. “Well, technically, I suggested it first. Which makes me right.” He beamed downwards. 
 
    Nix simply tossed up her head in defeat. “Whatever… let’s just get to my dorm… I really need some sleep.” 
 
    “I say! A bit of the ‘ol shut-eye would be most welcome indeed!” 
 
    She shot a doubtful glare towards the bot. “You sleep?” 
 
    “Well, no—” Dorin confessed, as unashamed as ever. “But I’m being metaphorical. I may be made of metal and gears, but I still need to perform maintenance, from time to time. Granted, it’s not nearly as dreary and cumbersome as you humans, I don’t have to sleep for a third of the day and then eat, and wash, and brush and all that hum-drum wally-cob. But I still have to oil the cogs. Grease the joints. Polish the plates. Dust off the hat. Unclog the vents. Sharpen the saw. Calibrate the gears. Refill the steam-burners… Takes a bit of time—might as well call it rest.” 
 
    “Please—” Nandor waved a hand, gesturing for Nix to take lead. “Just find us some place.” He lifted a hand to his head, and it felt as if the weight of the world was trying to squeeze its way inside—like a glass of water suddenly freezing in a flash of cold weather, and bursting from the expanse. 
 
    “Gladly…” Nix said, and took them to her tiny home in the student housing. 
 
    *** 
 
    Nandor awoke, and thankfully, his splitting headache had calmed. 
 
    He looked around. Nixie’s room was small—a one-person dorm, with no privacy. They had been forced into a tight sleeping arrangement, but it was a circumstance that they were used to. In their previous travels, they had shared his tiny tent for the better part of a month. It had been awkward at first, but he was never one to be bashful.  
 
    The human body was the human body, after all. Nothing to be ashamed of. But as he gazed at her sleeping figure entwined so close to his along the Froj-styled nest of a bed, he could not help but feel other things. He quickly shook his head clear of his thoughts, and tossed aside all of his clothes but a wolfish loincloth. The room had heated up considerably from their body heat, but also, he was considering a bath.  
 
    The mirror before the water-crank and tub showed him who he was, and he frowned at the unfamiliar figure. His beard was longer than he liked, and his hair, although wild, also had a strange softness about it. The rest of his body had changed too. Youthful, glowing, and without wear. He was no longer the same man. He had no reason to look as he looked. To heal is one thing, but to rejuvenate? Never before had he suffered a wound and awoken to a younger, stronger body. Always there was some ache or pain or terrible scar to commemorate the memory. Why was this different? 
 
    He remembered his battle against Lord Viken as clear as blue sky. The sword lodged into his spine should have been the end. At the least it should have made him a cripple. It did not add up. That, piled with the strange words he recalled Nix and Dorin saying from last night made his hair stand on end.  
 
    What in the great beyond happened to me? 
 
    A movement in the corner of the mirror caught his eye.  
 
    A robotic automaton leaned back in a chair behind him, watching as he examined himself. The flaming eyes the creature studied him with felt unnerving—cold, and calculated.  
 
    “Are you pleased?” it asked. 
 
    He turned from the mirror. Nix was still sound asleep in the nest. “Pleased?” he cautiously replied.  
 
    Dorin nodded, and made a slight roll with its hand. “Do you like what I’ve done with you?” 
 
    “I-I don’t understand…” He turned back to the mirror. “Do you know what happened—why I look so… so different?” 
 
    “Improved, I think you mean,” the bot nodded. “It was quite intentional, on my part. When I was piecing you back together I knew I didn’t want to waste the opportunity. Sure—I could have stopped at one or two stones, and that would have probably repaired you back to normal, but I wanted better for you. I wanted you to be stronger. Reinvigorated. Like me,” It waved at the recently installed metal plates and guards covering its formerly vulnerable core and joints. “See? We’re the same now. You helped to free me from the bonds of my mistress, I helped to free you from the mental bonds of your false prophet, and now we are both stronger. Stronger, even, than I had hoped. I’ll be the first to admit I don’t understand fully the power of everything I subjected your body to, but according to my research, it is likely you have a very, very long life ahead of you, Nandor. I did my work well.” 
 
    Slowly, he sat on the edge of the tub to steady himself. “Dorin…” he said softly, “What exactly did you do to me?” 
 
    “Oh…” the bot uttered, rolling its eyes from side to side. “A bit of this and a bit of that. It’s not really important, anymore. It is all in the past. The important thing is you are repaired, more functional than ever, and we are reunited. I think there will be no stopping us now.” 
 
    “Can you be more specific?” 
 
    “Yes,” the bot said. “I could, and I would, if you wished it. But I advise you wait a bit before asking in earnest. If all my efforts mean anything to you, give it some time. Warm up to your new self. When you find you are ready, I will explain in detail everything that transpired during your, eh, your near passing. I have nothing to hide from my friends, but the details do get a little… well, a little hard to swallow, for some.” 
 
    Nandor closed his eyes and nodded. “Okay. Jus-just tell me that you had nothing to do… you didn’t kill the family… the family in that home I woke up in.” 
 
    “Of course not sir,” it replied, no hesitation. “You already taught me the value of life. I took that lesson to heart. You might even say I, eh, I expanded on that lesson, somewhat. I would never waste a soul. Certainly not now that I know their pow—eh, their importance.” 
 
    “Good, good…” He opened his eyes as he accepted the creature’s response, and then he began to crank in warm water to fill the tub. There was a hissing noise as the crank worked, and soon steam from the bath filled the room. Nandor discarded his loincloth, and gently eased inside.  
 
    For the next half hour, he cleaned, shaved, and took comfort in drying himself on a wooly mammoth fur towel. The bot then offered him the chair, and took to a position of a barber, trimming and slicing his blond hair until it was somewhat less of a mess. 
 
    Nix awoke around then, and smiled up at him. “You look nice.” Her eyes avoided the bot.  
 
    “Indeed. I am a fine barber, if I do say so myself!” Dorin gloated, ignoring her negligent gaze. 
 
    Nandor stood from the chair, brushing fallen hair aside. “Thank you, Nix.” He shouldered on his wolf-fur cloak, and made for the door. “I’ll be waiting outside so that you can wash. Take your time. I am in no hurry this morning. If the grandmaster has waited for so long, he can wait long enough for us to feel refreshed.” 
 
    He stepped out into the hallway, and Dorin followed. He shot the bot a glance. “You don’t want to stay with Nix?” 
 
    It shrugged, “We never really got along very well, sir.” 
 
    “Oh? And why is that?” 
 
    “Just, eh, little disagreements, here and there. Personally, I believe she might be a little thick.” It tapped its metal head to indicate. 
 
    Nandor laughed as he walked. “She’s not thick, Dorin.” 
 
    “As you say, sir.”  
 
    He peered over at the bot. Clearly it disagreed, but was too polite to further the argument. They made their way outside of the student housing building, and leaned against the wall as they basked in the brisk mountain air. “What makes you so sure I’m not thick?” he asked, curious about the bots thought process. 
 
    “Pssshht…” A fresh cloud of steam released from its mouth. “I’ve lived for nearly two hundred years. I like to think I know a smart human when I see one. Besides—even if you were dense, I’d still be saddled with you. You helped to free me, after all.” 
 
    “Aha, yes. Mistress Lanorj,” Nandor recalled their first encounter through a haze of heavy nostalgia. “Whatever happened to her?” 
 
    “I ki—” It paused, and looked up at him uncertainly. “I can’t say.” 
 
    “Indeed?”  
 
    “Hopefully she rotted down where you left her.”  
 
    Nandor raised an eyebrow. There was a viciousness in the bot’s tone. Perhaps it’s deserved, he thought. Who knows what that vile woman did to her slaves? “You realize, I intentionally left her alive. Do you know why?” 
 
    It shook its head. “Not the faintest idea.” 
 
    “Because, according to The Book of Marr, even the most evil of people have a path to redemption. I was hoping that she might still find it.” 
 
    “Mammoth piss,” the bot spat a great oily glob, and it landed near their feet, sizzling the snow. “That wretched woman had no path to redemption. She did not have an ounce of kindness in her blood. More so, where is your sense of justice? Even if she could redeem herself, she did not deserve the opportunity. She deserved to die. Slowly. And painfully.” 
 
    For the first time, Nandor found himself unsure of what to say. The Book of Marr was quite clear on the matter, but he could no longer look solely on what the book said. It was a book written by a liar, after all. There was no guiding god. Perhaps, Dorin was right. “You might be right,” he offered. “Who am I to say? Certainly you would know her better than I. Without Marr’s lies to guide, or, more accurately, misguide me, I find myself siding more and more with your understanding.” 
 
    A flicker of a smile danced upon its coiled lips. “That’s why I know you’re a smart man, Nandor.” It beamed. “You are one of the few humans who can change your entire perspective when provided with evidence. It is a darling, and rare trait among your kind. I doubt if many others could be brainwashed for decades and then flip a switch so flawlessly.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I would say that my transition has been flawless…” he traced his belly where there should have been a terrible wound. “But thank you. Learning the truth of Marr has been a heavy weight on my mind, to be sure. But I don’t want to turn sour from it. I want to grow. To expand my knowledge, and understanding. To become a more balanced person—although, I admit, I do not know what that means, at this point.” 
 
    Dorin tilted its head, and appeared to ponder the issue. “It seems to me, that if you wished to become a more balanced person, it would simply be a matter of tilting the scales.” 
 
    He gave it a questioning look. 
 
    “Allow me to explain—before, you were a kindly man. Perhaps a little too kindly. You did not kill, unless you had no choice. You always looked for the best in people, you naïvely believed that you could stop a war by explaining your rational to irrational people—you were, for lack of a better term, foolhardy in your hope, and it almost got you killed.” 
 
    Nandor nodded, “So what are you proposing?” 
 
    “I’m proposing, dear Nandor, that you reevaluate your compassion. As I said, few humans are like you. It is rare when a person truly changes who they are. Good people are good people, bad people stay bad, and dumb people are dumb. So what’s the point in trying to change that which is unchangeable? Trying to progress that way would be rather like slamming your head against a stone wall over and over in attempt to make a pathway. Instead, disregard those who are unimportant, or cruel. Only use them to gain an edge, when necessary. And don’t be so kind. Your kindness will only be used against you—I believe you learned that, by now.”  
 
    Nandor gazed at the students walking by as the bot spoke. They pointed at him and nervously muttered as they passed. Apparently he had already made a big enough splash to warrant gossip. He looked back to Dorin. “So you’re saying I need to tip the scale more in the favor of… of what? Giving up?” 
 
    “No, no!” It quickly waved its hands. “The opposite! I’m saying that you continue your path of enlightenment, or peace, or whatever it is you think is best. But rather than use ineffectual methods as you have been, utilize whatever is necessary to achieve your goals. Don’t fight with one hand tied behind your back. Don’t hold any bars on what you are and are not willing to do. Do anything you can to achieve your goals, and only then will you be a wholly balanced person.” 
 
    He eyed the bot, was it saying what he thought it was saying? “But evil actions only beget more evil. Surely there are some things that should be held sacred?” 
 
    Dorin disagreed, “Is that an honest opinion of yours? Or merely another lie told by Marr?” 
 
    He sighed, and had no answer. Again he found himself wondering if the bot was right on all accounts. Perhaps if he had utilized Dorin’s philosophy instead of his own, he would have succeeded in stopping the war. If he had been willing to kill, to threaten, to do anything… but he had not. He had tried to negotiate. To reason with the likes of Lady Mikja and Lord Viken. It had proven to be a fatal error. Lady Mikja had betrayed his peace treaty and Lord Viken had been willing to deny and fight to the death.  
 
    Was it honestly worth it? Trying to reason with the unreasonable?  
 
    “The world runs on conflict,” The bot appeared to read his mind, its steady gaze never leaving his. “Violence, domination—if you are unwilling to do these things, you will never arise into a position where you can change anything at all. If my two hundred years have taught me anything, it’s that.” 
 
    Suddenly the door from the living quarters burst open, and Nix greeted them. There was an overwhelming smell of sweetened fragrances. Her hair was brushed and twisted on several ends into long white braids, and it suitably framed her flushed face. “Oy! It’s a cold morning!” she exclaimed, pulling her blue coat closer to her body. 
 
    Nandor agreed. “Colder than it should be, I think. The gears below the city must be neglected. I can’t even hear them running, and there is hardly a puff of steam in the sky.” 
 
    “It is only the beginning of the fall of Froj,” Dorin solemnly said. “The talented workers have fled. Only the poor and unskilled remain.” 
 
    “We’ll just have to do something about that. Everyone ready?”  
 
    Nix and Dorin nodded. “But what do you plan to do, sir?” 
 
    “Speak with Forojen first. He lied to me about when the war started, and he has some explaining to do. Then, depending on his response, there are several more debts I have to settle. Lady Mikja’s and Lord Grimbone’s betrayal being chief among them. If they wish to stay greedy and claim the Green Forest for themselves, then they’ll have my wrath to face.” He winked at Dorin. “And this time, like you said, I won’t fight with one hand tied behind my back. I’ll do whatever is necessary.”  
 
    “Good for you, sir!” the bot cheered. 
 
    Nix did not appear to know how to interpret his response. But at last, she said, “As long as we can help Froj, I’m with you.” 
 
    And with that, they headed to the grandmasters home. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20: Cleansing 
 
      
 
    Goblins dwell everywhere. They are the terror of our times. The monsters in the light. 
 
    Their expansion is vast and endless. Their reproduction is fast, and their wits are surprisingly substantial. Kingdoms in the great beyond often fall to their ruin at the vile creatures’ hands. So quick are their travels and so fast do they spread that it is suspected that they have learned how to travel through even the most treacherous of morphic ice, a feat that no human has accomplished in a great many years, ever since the great beyond has turned too cold and treacherous. 
 
    Thankfully, for the moment, there is only one known goblin city in the undergrounds of the Crystal South, in the far northwest. The land surrounding the city are vile. The snow is darkened, the trees are twisted and ill-colored, and even the sky seems to be perpetually greyed, as if some fog rises from underneath the ground and pollutes it.  
 
    No human has ever visited the city and survived. Civilized men from the clockwork cities avoid even the surrounding goblin territories at all cost. The lands are often called the Realm of Doom.  
 
    Goblins, on the other hand, have been interrogated extensively about their city, and the lands above. Those who are captured and tortured rarely divulge any tangible information—they are stubborn and spiteful creatures, but those who can be broken, call their land Grâ Baile, or, in translation, Loving Homeland.   
 
    If the goblin city in the Crystal South is, indeed, the homeland for all goblins nearby, it causes one to wonder how long we have before they gather and attack, or if they are just biding their time. 
 
    —Common Knowledge Volume II 
 
      
 
    The Grandmaster greeted the three companions just outside of his house, and there was something of a crowd gathered around.  
 
    “I suppose he heard of our arrival…” Nandor muttered. 
 
    “You think? Three people barging into the college screaming and yelling throughout the night drew attention to us? Imagine that,” Nix sarcastically whispered at his side. 
 
    “Not all of us can be as cool and collected as you,” Nandor returned her tone. “Pretty outfit, by the way. Remind me how you got it?” 
 
    She glared upwards, but said nothing. There was a new edge in his voice that there wasn’t before, as if he was willing to go as far as necessary to prove a point. He was no longer the wondering nomad, eager only for peace and happiness. He was growing confident in his new mindset.  
 
    He embraced it. 
 
    Before them, Grandmaster Forojen held up his arms high, and beamed from ear to ear, so that none would mistake his joy. “Nandor!” he proclaimed, loud enough for all to hear. “I am thrilled that you are still among the living!” 
 
    Nandor walked up to the porch, and they embraced in a hug. “Likewise, Grandmaster. It was touch and go for a while, but my friends helped me to recover. I am grateful to them all.” He nodded at Nix and Dorin. 
 
    Forojen looked from him to Nix, noting that there was one person missing. “We have much to discuss, I imagine,” he nodded, and spoke softer, no longer his cheerful self. Then, he addressed the small crowd of students and teachers. “Nandor and I will be in a private meeting for the next hour. Do not disturb us under any circumstances. We go to speak of the future of our city, and our college. With the help of this man on our side,” he tapped Nandor’s shoulder, “We will surely arise back into greatness. This is a good thing, my friends! A very good thing indeed! I can already feel the winds shifting into our favor!” 
 
    With his inspirational words spoken, Forojen opened the door to his home, and beckoned Nandor, Nix, and Dorin inside. 
 
    Nandor had seen the inside of Forojen’s magnificent house many times, but that didn’t take away from the wonder it held in the slightest. Outside, it was a cold, blue day. Chilly even when properly dressed, with occasional bursts of swooping wind diving over the walls. But inside the house, it was a perfect, ideal temperature. It was neither too dark nor too bright, beautiful moon-gems collected from crashed meteors lit-up the rooms in sparkles of different colors, and there was a light mist from burning incense that smelled of warmer days. Several of the objects on display throughout the entrance were valued indeed—mystic life stones, infinite in their knowledge, enchanted weapons, and gems, and ancient books translated for modern times. 
 
    They took a seat at his meeting table, and the lights grew brighter from a wave of the grandmaster’s hand. His clever eyes gleamed through the light, and examined Nandor, piercing through his body.  
 
    Nandor felt a constant probing poking around in the corners of his mind, and he disliked it to a great degree. Although a powerful elementalist, he was largely unskilled in the ways of mystics, and he distrusted any magic that tried to dig inside his brain.  
 
    Perhaps his anger showed, for the probing stopped as quickly as it had begun, and Forojen broke the silence. “Forgive me, Nandor. I did not mean to pry inside you. You have to understand, when a mystic becomes as powerful as I have become, it is second nature to try to glimpse into a mind, even from afar. Anymore, it happens as naturally as sight, for me. But I can sense your discomfort, and you have my word that I will try not to meddle any further.” 
 
    At this, Nandor allowed himself to smile. “Excuses,” he gazed firmly into Forojen’s eyes. “The truth is, I did not allow you to enter, and you are disappointed that you cannot overcome my mental barriers. I’ve seen it before. I may be unskilled with mystic powers, but Wagfrost taught me enough to defend myself. You should know that by now.” 
 
    Forojen nodded, “I do, but my curiosity was overwhelming.” He now looked to the three of them. “You have all changed a great deal, and Dobry has disappeared.” He shifted to Nix, “Can you tell me what happened?” 
 
    She scooted up her chair closer to the table, and her face became even paler than it already was. Her eyes nervously darted from Dorin, to Forojen. “I-I, that is, sir… so much happened…” There was a soft howl, and then water poured down her cheeks. The emotional outburst happened so abruptly that it took both Nandor and Forojen off guard. 
 
    “Dear girl!” Forojen stood from the table, and moved to rest a comforting hand on her shoulder. “There, there,” he patted her, “it’s okay…” 
 
    Nandor stood up as well, but rather than comfort Nix as she sniffed and cried, he looked to Forojen with a raised eyebrow. He had never known the grandmaster to be a sympathetic man. Certainly not the type of person to pat a girl on the shoulder as she cried. Yet, he was too clever to attempt anything foolish. 
 
    What is he trying to do? 
 
    He took the grandmaster by the forearm, and eased him away from Nix. “What are you doing?” He did not hide his distrust. 
 
    There was the glare of a glow in Forojen’s eye and he appeared shaken as Nandor dragged him aside. The glow of mystic power… was he reading her mind?  
 
    Nix continued crying, and leaned over the table as she howled. Dorin was as confused as a bot could get, and only Nandor and Forojen locked eyes. “I-I did not mean too…” he mumbled to Nandor. “Dobry—he died, didn’t he?” 
 
    From the table, Nix howled louder as she cried. Forojen took it as confirmation, and slowly nodded his head. “I’m sorry. I knew it was a dangerous mission I set him on, but I am glad he was able to lay down his life in service of saving you…” 
 
    There was another great wail as Nix continued to cry, and now it was Nandor’s turn to become confused. He had no idea Nix had grown to care so much for Dobry. She was crying like a screaming babe… Perhaps there’s more to the story… He gazed at Forojen. “What else did you see in her mind?” 
 
    A smile danced across Forojen’s lips, but it disappeared as quickly as it had come, as if he were trying to hide some great secret. “Nothing, Nandor. Nothing at all.” He made his way back to his seat as Nandor eyed him with suspicion. “Her emotions were overpowering. All I saw was poor Dobry lying on the ground, his throat slit as he struggled for air… poor dear.” He looked to Nix. “She was not prepared to see such suffering.” 
 
    At last, Nandor allowed himself to relax, and he fell back into his chair. “There will be much more suffering in the days to come, if Froj is not allowed a part of the Green Forest. I hear food shortages have already begun.” 
 
    The grandmaster nodded, “Indeed. But we cannot allow ourselves to grow pessimistic. I believe we can still do well by the city.” 
 
    “Speaking of which,” Nandor narrowed his gaze. “Now that I have returned, I have questions for you.” A growl crept into his tone, and his body tightened. 
 
    “You speak of my lie,” Forojen guessed, “Correct?” 
 
    “Yes. Why did you tell me the war was planned two weeks later than it really was? What did you have to gain by lying to me? Did you want the war to happen without me there to try to stop it, were you really foolish enough to think that I wouldn’t discover the truth?” 
 
    “Nandor,” The grandmaster spoke gently, at first, but as his speech continued his words grew graver. “I only lied about the war schedule because I wanted you to be able to focus on your mission without worrying about something you were powerless to stop. I admire you, both your talents as an elementalist, and your determination, but the war was inevitable, Nandor. I know you don’t wish to think so, but it was. Nothing you or I could have done would have stopped it. You honestly believe you were the only one trying to find a solution of peace? No. I spoke with many more, but there was no solution. I suspect Lady Mikja and Lord Grimbone were planning their betrayal from day one. Froj was becoming too powerful, and Lord Viken had an uncanny record of military success. No one wanted to face his army in a fair fight. Power can become a fickle thing—a thing that makes others spiteful. The rulers of Winfrost and Norda always intended to split the Green Forest, and kill off their competition. And so, it was a matter of mitigating damages, not stopping a war. To be frank, you never had your head in the game. You wished to chase your fairy tales instead. Tell me—how did that end up for you? Did you actually discover Marr’s Palace of Creation? Or was it just another grandiose plan without any actual intellectual merit?” 
 
    Nandor was stunned. He felt anger, but it soon passed, and left him with an empty feeling of nothingness. Forojen was right, he realized. Everything he had done—it had all ended in failure. “I-I never found the palace. I found the body of Marr instead, and along with it, a manifesto describing his every lie. He was a false prophet, only pretending to speak for god… you… you are right.” At his side, Nixie’s sniffing became less intense, and the bot was cuddled up beside her, whispering motherly things in her ear. It struck Nandor as odd that the bot would suddenly show her affection, when previously it had called her dim, but he took it as a good sign. Perhaps they were growing on each other. 
 
    Forojen noted it as well. “You have all been through a lot,” he said. “Nandor—I see that you are a changed man. Your body looks different—even livelier. There is more energy in you than there was before. I suspect you don’t realize just how much your friends have done to keep you among the realms of the living, but I’ll spare you the details. All I’ll say is keep growing—you are on the right path to enlightenment, and Froj will need you at your best in the days to come.” He turned, “Nixie, keep your chin up. Dobry was a good man, and one of the best scholars, but he would not wish for you to dwell in suffering. He was a practical man, and if he had to do it all over again to save you, I suspect he would. His life was not wasted, but rather used in exchange for a better future.” He shifted to the bot, “Now you, you’re a strange one, and no mistake. I won’t even began to pretend to know what to say to you, so, I’ll only say—keep protecting them. They both need your shrewdness more than they know.” 
 
    The bot snorted, “You don’t need to tell me. These humans are so soft, but I suppose not everyone has been through two hundred years of slavery and hell.” 
 
    “Indeed,” the grandmaster agreed. “Nix? Who was it that killed Dobry, if you don’t mind me asking? In your head his face was quite clear, and it looked almost familiar to me. Was it someone I know?” 
 
    “I-it-it was a student…” she managed to mumble. 
 
    “A student? Of the Crystal College?” 
 
    “Yes,” she sniffed, “Gevor—that bastard. But h-he said he was working for Headmaster Sagger.” 
 
    “Sagger? Sagger ordered a student to attack Nix and Dobry?” Nandor became enraged. “That unworthy prick of a headmaster? That fool who gloats where he should kneel? I’ll kill him!” 
 
    Quickly, Forojen held up a hand. “Please—we will handle this, I assure you both. I’ll not abide killers within my walls. But—was it a duel? Or an attack. I must know, for there is a difference.” 
 
    “What’s the difference? He was going to attack us anyway? Dobry had no choice!” Nix protested, looking hurt. 
 
    “I understand, Nixie. I do. But if it was a legal duel, it might be hard for me to pin Sagger as the one responsible. Gevor has always been considered an exceptional student, and Sagger’s connections provide almost half of the college funding—or they used to. I’ve made enough enemies already by firing the former headmaster of elemental studies in place of Nandor. We can’t afford more enemies, during this time. If I banish them, it would cause far more problems down the road than it would fix. These are powerful men, who likely hold powerful grudges.” 
 
    “So what?” Nandor growled, “You’re just going to allow Gevor and Sagger to go free?” 
 
    “No,” Forojen shook his head, “I did not say that. While banishment is off the table, we could always try more… permanent solutions. I might have my hands tied, but you three don’t. If it was a duel, then traditionally this is a dispute that must be handled by those who cared most for Dobry. Which means you two. If you can beat them, in an open and legal duel, then this dispute will be considered done.” 
 
    For a moment, Nandor was not sure if he agreed with Forojen’s response, but it was expected. For whatever reason, the grandmaster was enthralled with duels, and openly encouraged them even on college grounds, so long as they were done legally. He accepted his words with a bear-like rumble. “Very well. I can duel them. Won’t be the first lesson I’ve taught at the college free of charge.” 
 
    Forojen looked grave. “Your previous duels in the college were all to first blood, if I recall. This will have to be a more serious matter, you understand? Gevor and Sagger can’t be left alive. If left with a grudge, they would only hinder the college more, in already turbulent times.” 
 
    “So I must kill them?” Nandor sighed, and then slowly nodded, “Perhaps, at one point, I might have protested such an action. But I see your point. Gevor killed Dobry, and Sagger I’ve suspected of corruption for a while now. It will be my pleasure to end their little rotten reign of terror.” 
 
    Dorin suddenly released the comforting teddy-bear like hold it had on Nix, and its eyebrows shot-up, enthralled. “So we are tasked with cleansing the college of killers and traitors? How utterly delightful!” 
 
    Nandor did not share the creature’s enthusiasm. “I’m afraid that it will be my task, Dorin. I am the only one fit for this battle.” It was the truth. Dorin knew it, Nix knew it, and Forojen knew it. 
 
    “I-I didn’t mean for you to be the one.” Nixie spoke softly. “I don’t wish to see you duel again. Not after everything that we’ve been through. Surely there is another way?” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Nandor huffed, “Sagger and I have an old debt to settle anyway.” He remembered the note he had found near the grave of Marr. 
 
    Tragedy? 
 
    No. No tragedy. The student found dead in the snow with the parchment pinned to his chest was no tragedy. He was a student bullied. Ridiculed, and forced into the wilderness where he met his unbecoming end. It was borderline murder. Sagger had been his teacher, and likely the one responsible for his end.  
 
    Nandor turned to Forojen. “How skilled are my opponents?” 
 
    The grandmaster considered the question, tilting his head. “No pushovers, obviously. I originally appointed Sagger as headmaster for a reason—he is a powerful mystic, and his mind oozes power even from over a distance, but you have a strong mental barrier, and so long as you can keep your distance, and fight with a weapon you are suited for, I think you will have a distinct edge.” He lifted up a shoulder, “Gevor, on the other hand, is a little more unpredictable. I believe he is a skilled duelist with a small sword. Nix? You would know better than I.” 
 
    She nodded, “He was fast, but Dobry was still able to beat him initially. He only lost whe-when…” tears formed, but she fought them back so that she could continue, “when Gevor seized his arm, and performed a mental attack. Then Dobry was powerless… I-I tried to fight Gevor, but he was too fast. Too strong… if Barhall hadn’t shown up, I have no idea what he might have done to me. But his eyes were full of a foul lust.” 
 
    Nandor soaked in her words, trying to decipher the best way to handle the situation. “I am not skilled with rapiers, or small swords, or any of those little fairy-piss blades the nobles swing like annoying gnats…” he muttered, “If Dobry had managed to best him, I might be able to as well, but it would be a risk.” 
 
    “A risk I would not wish you to take,” Forojen agreed. “Your duels back when you were a student—what was you preferred weapon?” 
 
    “Fists, club, staff, spear, or longsword. In that order. But prior to my duel against Lord Viken, it had been years since I’d used the sword.” 
 
    “So preferably,” Forojen looked around the room, to be sure they were all in agreement, “we want the duel to be stacked in Nandor’s favor as much as possible. The only way to do that, might take a bit of finesse.” 
 
    “Any ideas?” The bot asked. 
 
    “Are you familiar with the basics of dueling? The rules?”  
 
    “I’ll explain,” Nandor interrupted. “I probably have more experience dueling than the whole lot of you combined and then doubled. Now,” he steadied his gaze, looking to his companions, “the way that a duel works, in theory, is to settle a disagreement. Most duels are to first blood which essentially means that whoever gets the upper hand first, is considered the victor. The winner wins the disagreement, and the loser must accept that he lost, and can no longer cause any more problems for the winner. But it gets more complicated than that. There are duels to the death, and in theory, any duel can become a duel to the death, if the loser wishes to continue the battle. If a duel is mutual, meaning that both parties wish to fight with equal enthusiasm, then each party gets to pick their own choice of weapon and armor. But for our purposes,” he scratched the side of his head, and let out a heavy sigh, “things get difficult. Primarily because the one who initiates the duel, according to tradition, is not allowed to pick the weapon. Meaning that if I go up to Gevor and challenge him to the death, he will get to pick which weapon we fight with. And if he is most skilled with a small sword, that will be his choice, putting me at a distinct disadvantage. Of course, some fighters are more honorable than others, and will allow for variations from this, but I doubt if Gevor has any honor in his bones.” 
 
    Dorin received Nandor’s words with a fascinated grin. “How quaint,” he said. “In my two hundred years I never knew any of this. My family never allowed me a chance to duel.” 
 
    “That’s because most people don’t know that Jack-Bots have human souls. They think it would be unbecoming to fight a mechanical creation.” Nandor explained, and Forojen nodded his agreement. 
 
    Nixie rubbed her eyes, “So, let me get this right. What you’re saying is that we need Gevor to challenge you to a duel? That way you get to pick which weapon to fight with?” 
 
    “Correct,” both Nandor and Forojen said at the same time. 
 
    “How in the great beyond can we manage that?” 
 
    Nandor shrugged, and spoke honestly. “I was hoping that you would have an answer. You know him better than I. What makes him angry?” 
 
    “Angry enough to challenge you to a duel?” She shook her head, “Nothing. He’s a practical man, with a hungry lust for power and domination, but he is too clever to challenge you to a duel. He is not a very small man, but you’re still almost twice his size, and you no longer look so, eh, older. I doubt that he would risk fighting you unless he had no choice.” 
 
    Forojen disagreed, “Gevor is arrogant as well as lustful. He has won many duels, and he thinks himself groomed to become headmaster, once he has graduated and proved himself. If you insult him enough in public among his peers, he will be forced to initiate a response. Most likely, a duel, or risk being labeled a coward and losing his reputation.” 
 
    Nix was less sure, “It’ll take more than a simple insult. Gevor doesn’t care what other people think of him, so long as he still thinks he can rise to power, his reputation doesn’t matter. He’s cruel, but not prideful.” 
 
    Nandor looked from Forojen to Nix, as unsure as ever. “Is there nothing else you have for me to work with? Any weakness to exploit?” 
 
    The girl shook her head. Then she paused, an eyebrow slightly raised, “Well,” she drew out the word, “there may be one other thing, which might cause him to dislike you.” 
 
    “Oh?” Nandor wondered, surprised that she was still holding on to a piece of valued information. Forojen only smiled, apparently expecting her every word. “What is it? Don’t hold out on me, Nix. Just speak.” 
 
    “It’s j-just a little strange. But he has a strong liking for me… a, physical liking for me, that is. I saw it when I brushed minds with him, so I know he lusts.” 
 
    “Almost every man has lusts.” Nandor said, not sure where she was headed. 
 
    “No, not like this,” Nixie shook her head. “His was overpowering. Like a wild animal on a scent of a female in heat. He was willing to do almost anything to be with me.” 
 
    Nandor was dubious. “What are you suggesting? How is this a weakness I can exploit?” 
 
    Forojen appeared amused, folding his arms and gazing between them, but Dorin scoffed, “It’s quite obvious, isn’t it sir?” it said. “What is more angering to a male than to see a female he wishes to be with entwined with a different male?” 
 
    “I-I’m not sure that would be a wise plan…” Nandor mumbled, baffled by the proposal. 
 
    The grandmasters amusement doubled. “But it is, Nandor. It is. Even the bot understands. If you approach Gevor with Nixie fawning over you, and then you insult him,” he shrugged, as if the recipe was obvious. “I believe that would be enough humiliation to make just about any man want to strike you. And from there, the duel is in your control.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Nandor began to understand. He looked down at Nix. She was a very pretty woman, and he had noticed it more than once, but it felt wrong to use her as a weapon, even if she was the one who had suggested it. She is so innocent, and yet… perhaps she deserves to have her vengeance on Gevor. “But what about Sagger?” 
 
    “Headmaster Sagger should be simpler,” Forojen said. “Because you are a headmaster too, you are both of an equal social status. After you have dealt with Gevor, simply challenge him to a duel where both parties can pick their choice of weapons. Either he will accept, or lose his rank as headmaster. If the latter happens I will find another way to make sure he doesn’t bother us, but we can cross that road when we get there.” He looked to Nandor, “It is likely that you will make many enemies on this vendetta.” 
 
    He managed a dark laugh. “I already have many enemies.”  
 
    Forojen bowed his head, “I know it is a path you will travel regardless of if you have my blessing or not, but know that I will help you in any way I can. The college, and indeed, Froj are in turbulent times, but that doesn’t mean that I am unwilling to provide aid for the man who is, frankly, doing my dirty work for me. You will be well compensated.” 
 
    Nandor stretched out his arms on the table, unsure of if he should thank Forojen or not. He did not feel in a thankful sort of mood, so he said nothing of the matter, and instead, switched topics. “So what of Froj? Do you have a plan to stabilize the city?” 
 
    It was Forojen’s turn to look overwhelmed. For a glimmer of a second, his true age showed through the facade of magic cascading around him, and he sighed, “Without a part of the Green Forest, I’m afraid there is little anyone can do to stabilize this city. Whoever replaces Lord Viken will be more of a bandit-king than a proper ruler. I am working on several possible angles to pursue, but nothing is certain. All of our talented workers have left, and even our best ice-fields are now in control of Winfrost and Norda—only a few stubborn countrymen have stayed in the fields, and they barely have enough to feed themselves. The college stock will last a while yet, but without a solution a disaster lies on the horizon.” 
 
    “Lady Mikja and Lord Grimbone are the ones who betrayed the alliance I planned. They are the ones who need to answer for their crimes,” Nandor said. 
 
    “I doubt as if they will simply concede your point, Nandor. Now that they have firm control over the Green Forest, trying to persuade them into parting with it would have about as likely of a chance of success as begging it from them.” 
 
    “I don’t plan to beg, nor to persuade,” he growled. “Not with my words, anyway.” 
 
    “Be rational. You can’t simply crush their skulls either. They have guards. Their people are loyal, and on top of that, you are no assassin. Vengeance is out of the question. It has to be a negotiation, of some sort, which is why you should leave it to me, for the moment.” 
 
    Nandor grumbled under his breath, not really saying much. He wore his lack of faith plainly on his sleeve. “It seems little has happened in my absence, but chaos. Are you sure you are even trying?” 
 
    “We were dealt a bad deck of cards, Nandor. That’s all. If I was sure that Lady Mikja planned to join forces with Lord Grimbone from day one, I might have been able to plan for something better. But as it is, I’m trying to make the best of a bad situation. For now, you can deal with Gevor and Sagger. Leave the rest to me.” 
 
    “Leave it to you,” Nandor muttered, “that is difficult. I was the one to negotiate the treaty they betrayed, and I should be the one to set it right again.” 
 
    Suddenly, Forojen stood from his chair, and waved an open arm, “And perhaps you will be, Nandor. As I said, I am still trying to form a plan that will get the college through day by day. The Green Forest, well, we’ll need a particularly good piece of leverage if we want to gain back a piece of what was promised.” Nandor and his companions rose up with him, looking to one and other uncertainly. “So for now, settle your debts. Dobry was a good man, and he deserves justice. In the meantime, I will be working on a plan for our continued survival.” He walked over to Nandor, and held out his hand. After a second of hesitation, they clasped together and shook each other firmly. “It’s good to have you back, Nandor. I hope you are here to stay this time. I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again—we need a man of your talents to freshen up the college. I wish you well in your revenge.” 
 
    Nandor gave a partial nod, and then turned to exit, but he paused—Nix was not following. His head turned and he saw her reach out to hand the grandmaster a pair of pinkish glimmering goggles etched in skillful runes.  
 
    “Thank you, Grandmaster. Thank you for everything you did,” she placed the goggles in his hands. “They served me well. Without them, I doubt I would have ever found Nandor.” 
 
    At that, he felt Dorin shuffle by his side and call back, “Nonsense, my dear! I was just about to go and fetch you before you showed up on the doorstep. Remember? I needed your mystic energy! Or I thought I did, at least.” 
 
    Nandor frowned, but Forojen only pushed the goggles back into her arms. “Keep them, for now. I have my own ways of seeing what I need to.” He winked and his face appeared as a warm and kindly old man. 
 
    The small gesture caused more tears to form in Nix’s eyes, and again it became apparent to Nandor what a terrible life she must have led before he had swept her into his wild journey. “T-thank you!” 
 
    Forojen waved her along, but now it was Nandor’s turn to halt. “Those goggles… are they what I think they are? That enchantment?” 
 
    “They have an aura detecting enchantment,” Nix replied. 
 
    Her casual response caused Nandor to shudder. When he looked at the goggles, he saw neither Wagfrost’s work nor the work of any of his apprentices. He spoke softer, so that the grandmaster would not hear. “How—how is this possible? Wagfrost was the only one capable of making such an item. I mean, maybe one or two of his secret apprentices could pull it off, but I had heard that they fled from the college several years ago.” 
 
    Nix managed her first smile in a long time, apparently finding his alarm both unnecessary as well as amusing. She opened the door, and the three stepped into the snow. A whirl of wind twirled from on high and swiped the door back shut before anyone could turn to do so. Above, the clouds were darkening, and faint hints of white lightning lit up through the impending storm, promising loud thunder to follow. “Goodness!” Nix exclaimed, “Quite a wind!” 
 
    “Indeed!” Dorin agreed, “I’m glad I filled my coal reserves! It’s going to get cold!” 
 
    Nandor did not dart his head around in astonishment like the rest of them. He had seen plenty of storms in his countless travels, and slept through them all like a babe. What was one man’s disaster was another’s comfort. Dog-like, he continued hounding Nix about the glimmering item she now secured over the top of her hooded head, “Nix!” he cried, “I need to know! Who made those goggles?” 
 
    White hair drifted from behind her wooly blue hood as the wind grew stronger, “Huh? Why do you care so much about the goggles?” 
 
    Nandor growled, irritated at her ignorance. How could she not see the importance of such an item? Wagfrost was not just a talented enchanter—he was a prodigy. One-of-a-kind. No one else could mimic his work. “Just tell me!” he roared. She stumbled in the wind, and nearly fell into his chest, but instead, he caught her in his arms and held her firm. “Tell me!” he demanded again. 
 
    “W-why—it was grandmaster Forojen, of course! He made the goggles!” 
 
    At last, Nandor lowered his gaze as he accepted her response. He steadied the small woman in his grip, and released her with a deep sigh. “That is what I feared…” he said under his breath. 
 
    “What does it matter who made the goggles, sir?” This came from the bot. He ignored the metal creature. His thoughts were too heavy. Nix mirrored Dorin’s question, and shook Nandor’s arm to be sure she was not similarly ignored.  
 
    He turned from them both, headed for the cantina. The dining hall was open-air during fair weather, but now it would be hunkered down and ready for the storm. A good place to seek shelter. Nix and Dorin followed him as he marched, pelting him with questions about his strange behavior. The truth was, he himself did not know why the question mattered as much as it did—it was merely a suspicion, and nothing more, but the suspicion itself made his thoughts turn sour. After he could take no more, he quieted them both and responded, “Wagfrost was one of only four people I ever cared about in the college. The kindly old headmaster treated me well, and taught me a highly valued lesson or two in private. During our times together, I learned much of him, as he likely did of me. He was the most talented enchanter of our times—of that much I am certain. When he died, it was a great loss to me, although I was not there to witness his death, or even his funeral. He was old when he died. Nearing the edge of eighty, perhaps ninety. They say it was of natural causes, but if that were true, than I think he would have had more time to prepare. He had several apprentices similar to myself that he kept in private, and they should have been the ones to receive his work. As it was, his notes, his journals, his measurements, research and transcriptions—all records of enormous value—were lost to the wind. Thieves, it was said, took most of them. The loss of Wagfrost’s death was only doubled by the loss of his works. And so, if Forojen is building items only Wagfrost was capable of creating, then it follows to reason that he is in possession of at least some of Wagfrosts old instructions.” He felt his face grow dark with distrust. “Which in turn, could mean the Grandmaster was involved in his death.” 
 
    Nix gasped, “You don’t mean that!” 
 
    “I do,” he replied. “Forojen has already lied to me once. It may just be a bad feeling, but I’ll be damned if I allow him to sneak anything more by me again.” 
 
    “He’s always treated me better than most!” The girl continued to protest. 
 
    He agreed, “Me as well. But that could be another deception, for all we know. I’m not saying the Grandmaster is a bad man—I’m only saying we need to be cautious. If he was involved in Wagfrost’s death, or worse yet, the betrayal of the alliance of the clockwork cities…” Nandor shuddered, and quickened his pace. “Who knows? I’ll I’m saying is he is too powerful to remain unchecked. We must be cautious.” 
 
    At their side, a dim light glowed brighter, and flaming orange pierced through Dorin’s unnatural eyes. “How intriguing!” it exclaimed, not in the least bit worried at the notion. “Corruption and lies abound! Why, I almost feel as if I’ve come back home!” 
 
    “What’s the time?” Nandor wondered. In the wild, he looked to the sun to guide him, but it was so dark from the clouds that it appeared nighttime already. 
 
    “Almost midday,” Nix replied, glancing at a clock on a nearby building. 
 
    “So everyone should be eating at the cantina.” He straightened his coat, and narrowed his gaze. “Good. I’ve got some debts to settle.” 
 
    “Gevor?” she asked. 
 
    “Or Sagger. Whoever I see first—I’m not picky.” 
 
    She clenched her fists—such a tiny gesture from such a small woman that any warrior might have laughed, but Nandor saw it as her hardening her resolve. She released a heavy breath, and then snuggled up close to him, grasping onto his powerful arm as if she were a great trophy to be displayed. 
 
    “Starting the act a little early, aren’t you?” Dorin laughed as Nandor attempted to shift her into a more natural pose. He was clearly unused to such a lewd display of affection. 
 
    “Maybe it’s not entirely an act,” she whispered so softly that Nandor barely heard her. He glanced downwards. She moved her hips with his as they walked, and her hands slithered around his neck and back, occasionally drifting to massage his muscles. Was it more than an act? Or was she just teasing him? Regardless, it felt good, and for the first time in a long time he found himself wondering why he had never entertained the idea of marriage. Then he remembered as fast as he had forgotten—no one wished to marry a nomad. Flings were fine, but he had to be cautious. If he got wrapped up in the wrong set of skirts he would be trapped—and some men were not meant to be held in a cage. Certainly not him. 
 
    He shouldered Nix a little lower to ease his rising blood, but the action only encouraged her, and she practically climbed up his arm. 
 
    “Act or not—keep it up!” The bot encouraged as they approached their destination. “I’m mostly metal and I feel a lustful fire burning in me. If Gevor sees you two, he’ll be practically rabid!” 
 
    “That’s the plan…” Nandor muttered, wishing it was as easy said as done. In his experience, things rarely actually went according to plan. Plans are only things men do to prepare and calm their minds. But in the end, every action happens in the moment. 
 
    He closed his eyes as he walked, allowing himself a brief second of inner peace. It had been too long since he had the time to meditate, and he would take what little he could. It felt like only yesterday that he had been mortally wounded during his duel with Lord Viken. Am I really going to duel again so soon? 
 
    Inwardly, he shrugged. His body was certainly ready. He felt stronger than ever—like there was a new kind of energy pulsing through his veins, but mentally he was less sure. Certainly Dobry deserved to be avenged—but was killing the best way to go about it? 
 
    Instinctually, he felt his mind drift to Marr for wisdom, but where there had once been light, there was only emptiness. Perhaps that’s all there had ever been. Marr was a liar. There was no guidance—only chaos, and balances of conflicting forces. 
 
    If chaos was the ultimate truth, then death made much more sense. It was not any plan from god, nor a cruel act of mankind—death was simply the ending of an energy, like snuffing out a flame. “Gevor,” he growled, allowing anger to pulse through his blood. “Remind me what he did.” 
 
    Nix could feel his body changing—preparing for battle, and so she said what she knew he needed to hear. “He killed Dobry. Then he hit me, and tried to tie me and I think he intended to rape me.” 
 
    He tried to rape her! The image hit him harder than any punch.  
 
    Some flames were raging fires—not providers of warmth, but destructive forces that deserved to be snuffed out. His anger grew, and he drew her closer. “How did you escape?” 
 
    “A man rescued me. An old friend of yours—said his name was Barhall,” She broke character for a moment, and said softer, “I said you would repay him for his help.” 
 
    “And so I will.” They arrived before the cantina. The folds of the tent covering the building were tied to stakes in the ground, but the mammoth skin still shook uneasily in the wind, allowing glimpses of warmth and light to exit from the inside. “But first, we kill.” 
 
    Dorin held the heavy tent flap open, and they entered the lunchtime arena. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21: Conflicting Views 
 
      
 
    What is meditation? Is it simply the process of closing your eyes and letting your mind aimlessly wonder? If so, what is the point? Is it the practicing of patience and oneness? Is it worthwhile for a free-thinking man, or is it just another waste of time? 
 
    There was a time in my life when I was skeptical of meditating, to be sure. At first glance, it seems like a practice better suited to old men and doddering women rather than people of action. But the more I have practiced, the more I have learned to curb my skepticism.  
 
    But what exactly is it? What is the purpose of it? 
 
    In my experience, meditation isn’t deep deliberation, nor is it pondering or reflecting or contemplation—it is letting your mind wonder, falling into a dream-like state of inner peace, and then, slowly, gradually, asking questions, and finding answers by letting parts of the subconscious mind take root, and wordlessly voicing queries into the ethereal realms of transcendence. If that sounds ridiculous, I understand. In my youth, I might have laughed at it too, but there is a power to it, and I have experienced it on more than one occasion. 
 
    To those who only use meditation as a means of relaxation only utilize half of the potential. There is so much more to it than developing a sense of empathy and oneness. There is also the path to enlightenment—the path of questing and questioning outwards. The path of knowledge and whole understanding. Both parts, oneness and discovery, are equally important.  
 
    For my path in particular—the path of human betterment, understanding and creating a way forward for all of mankind, into the morphic ice and the great beyond, questioning and searching shall remain an integral part of my meditation.  
 
    For I don’t merely seek to be a “good person”, nor to be the peaceful loving pacifist who does no harm. No, I seek understanding above all else. And through that understanding, I will act, and create the best possible version of both myself, and the world. 
 
     —The Journal of Nandor, Pre-Clockwork War 
 
      
 
    Dorin walked behind his companions, hiding its secret smile. Nandor and Nix were as serious as sleeting snow, looking for their foe to fell, but the bot was whimsically delighting in every moment.  
 
    And why shouldn’t it? 
 
    Everything was going even better than it had planned. Nandor was alive, they were together again, and soon, they would be claiming the lives of the unworthy. 
 
    What a treat! To watch Nandor fight again, but up close! 
 
    “Do you see him?” Nandor asked Nix. 
 
    She shook her head, “No—this place is too crowded.”  
 
    As the dark snow storm on the outside rolled into Froj, more people were seeking refuge within the mammoth tent cantina. The chefs and servants were having a hard time keeping up with demand. Nandor guided them to the serving table, and tossed the nearest cook two silvers. “Food. Please,” he said. 
 
    The cook’s eyes widened, and quickly obeyed, giving Nix and Nandor two separate sandwiches. Few people paid for food at the college cantina, since the grandmaster insisted that it remain free to all students and teachers. Two silvers was more than enough to pay for the food, even during shortages. The cook would enjoy a hefty tip. 
 
    “What wages are they paying you, sir? For becoming a headmaster, I mean,” Dorin wondered. 
 
    Nandor shrugged, “No idea. Never asked. I’ve only been a headmaster for a few weeks, and much of that time I’ve been mortally wounded, or there’s been general chaos. So I haven’t had any time to teach or get paid.” He pointed to an empty table in the far corner of the cantina, and began to walk towards it. “I imagine that I’ll get paid decently. From what I’ve seen of the other headmasters they always dress nice and act with an air of arrogance that comes from wealth, so I’m not too concerned about my coin, if that’s what you’re asking.” 
 
    Dorin clinched on to his arm, and pulled him over. “Sir, remember our task?” 
 
    He halted, “Yes, so?” 
 
    The mechanical creature waved from the far table to a more centralized one. “We want to attract attention. If we go to that table in the corner, nobody will see Nixie fawning over you,” it explained. “I understand that you have a natural tendency to seek out a defensive position with a good vantage point, but in this case, you would be harming our objective in doing so.” 
 
    Nix clung onto his other arm, and nodded her cheeks up and down his shoulder. “The bot’s right. We need to be in the center. If we can’t find Gevor, then Gevor needs to find us.” 
 
    Nandor hesitated, uneasy as he stood in the noisy tent. “I-I don’t like that. There will be many eyes. What if everyone gets the wrong idea about us?” 
 
    “I thought that was the plan, sir?” 
 
    Nix eased him down towards the nearest table, “It is. And I’m fine if other people jump to conclusions. If we can rope Gevor into our grip, and kill him for what he’s done, then let the people talk as they will. I don’t care.” 
 
    He still appeared uncomfortable, but he found a seat. The table they sat at was not in the dead center of the room, but it was still close to the commotion. At some tables teachers sat, at other tables higher level students, and lower level students. They appeared to be organized into separate little cliques, the popular students at one table, and unpopular students near the edges, where Nandor had intended on siting. 
 
    Dorin smiled, glad that he had dissuaded him from his course of action. Thanks to its suggestion, they sat with the teacher’s table to their left, and the popular students to their right. Anyone who was anyone would be watching them. All they needed to do was cause a big enough stir. 
 
    Student-teacher relationships were not banned at the college, but they were unusual.  
 
    But even without Nix rubbing up against him, Nandor already made for a strange sight—not as strange of a sight as he did before the war, when he was still scarred, worn, and grizzled, but even with his soft skin and shaven face there was still a distinct difference that sat him apart from other students and teachers at the college. He was larger than most, both of presence and of muscle, and he dressed far differently from the college professors. Headmaster Sagger and Benjfrost, for instance, always wore fine, long-sleeved dress jackets with intricate designs and glimmering patterns. Their shoes were soft and glistening, and their pants close-fitting with shining buckles. 
 
    It was plain even to Dorin that Nandor dressed nothing like them. He wore wolf-fur clothing that he quickly slid to the side along with his backpack, and his hard leather boots, worn from many days of use, were kicked aside with a satisfied grunt. Nothing was for show—every item from his coat to his belt served a practical function for a man living in the wild. 
 
    He peeled off two layers of clothing in favor of his underclothes, a simple wool shirt that showed off his strong arms, and leggings that hung loosely around his torso. His mannerisms echoed his informal garb. He drank in large, noisy gulps that sent stray droplets down his chin, and he ate in equally large bites, chewing viciously at the rabbit meat and goat cheese as if each bite might be his last. He would have fitted in better with a barbarian tribe gathering than the college cantina. 
 
    Even Nix appeared a little unsettled. “I’ve seen you eat before, and it was never elegant, but my! It’s like you’ve never even tried to have manners!” 
 
    He swallowed through a red face, glancing at the astonished faces surrounding him. “I’m just hungry. Give me a break. My body needs its energy. I don’t want to fight on an empty stomach.” 
 
    “I suppose you are still recovering, in a sense,” she agreed. She scooted closer in her chair so that she could attempt to lean on him, “But you’re making it very hard for me to pose with you, eating so fast…” she mumbled her complaint.  
 
    “Ah,” he began to chew slower, and casually wrapped an arm around her. “I see your point. I’ll try to restrain myself.” 
 
    “That’s better.” The bot nodded its approval. It sat opposite of them, observing their act with a painter’s gaze. Nixie’s head fell softly on Nandor’s shoulder, and he hugged her tightly with his left arm as he ate with his right. They look very much like a couple indeed! Dorin thought with delight. Perhaps this deception will work. 
 
    The bot hadn’t noticed it, at first, but the surrounding tables had grown quieter as they ate. Glances, or outright stares from students were constant. Everyone wanted to know the story behind the metal bot, the barbarian man, and the pretty girl snuggled up on his shoulder.  
 
    “How well-known are you, Nandor?” the bot asked. 
 
    “Before the war?” He shrugged, “A few people from the college knew of me, or my deeds, at the least. I recovered many artifacts and books, but mostly, by common students and citizens I was unknown.” 
 
    “Do you think people will recognize you from your duel, though?” 
 
    Nix answered for him, “Not necessarily. He looks too young now, and he’s shaved. I doubt if many warriors on the plateau would have had a good enough view to recognize the man from the duel and identify him as the man on my side.” 
 
    “But what about when the grandmaster appointed you as the headmaster of elemental studies? Surely people would recognize you from that?” 
 
    This time, Nandor spoke for himself. “I doubt it. It was a small meeting, and I did not have the time to stay for any formal introduction to the teachers and students.” 
 
    “Then as far as most of these people know, you’re just a stranger who showed up with a pretty girl and a Jack-Bot?” it asked. 
 
    “That’s about right. Probably why the guards were so confused when I first appeared at the gates, claiming to be a headmaster.” 
 
    “So how are we going to draw more attention?” 
 
    “More attention than we already have?” Nandor spoke softly. His ears were red, and his eyes darted around at the many glances he received. “If we aren’t a big enough target by now, then nothing will do it.” 
 
    Dorin disagreed. There were many ways to cause a scene, and it was well-versed in them all. Its life as a servant for the wealthy Larnorjs family taught it many things—most of it was detestable, but bits and pieces of the lessons had become somewhat valuable.  
 
    “You two could start kissing,” it suggested. Nandor and Nix exchanged an uneasy glance. “What? It’d just be a little icing on the cake, so to speak. You already have attracted many eyes, but become more scandalous and even more eyes will follow. I guarantee it.” 
 
    “Wait, wait,” Nandor held up his hand to stop Nix from acting on the bot’s unsolicited advice. “Before any of us does anything that anyone is going to regret, why don’t we take another moment to look around the room, and see if we can’t see Gevor for ourselves?” 
 
    The bot’s shoulders fell. It had wanted a show. “Very well,” it sighed, “scanning for Gevor.” 
 
    Most bots have poor eyes. Tinker-Bots have their lenses calibrated to be ideal for short distance viewing, and working on machinery, but they are rendered almost universally near-sighted as a result. Clank-Bots, on the other hand, are large and protective hunks of metal, built to be royal guards and imposing, but little thought was put into their lenses, and they are often blurred with scratches or dust, making them useless as scouts. 
 
    But Jack-Bot’s were different, both in design and in function. They were dubbed Jack-Bot for a series of reasons—first, they required a human soul. So, as the saying goes, they are as useful as any ‘ol Jack. Second, they have a distinctly humanoid appearance, which makes them appear like any ‘ol Jack. Whereas Clank-Bots are large and obtrusive, and built for battle, and Tinker-Bots are small with delicate hands built for repair, Jack-Bots are mostly scaled to a human size. Dorin was smaller than most—when it kept its legs coiled it was barely five feet tall, but its eyes were marvelous. They glowed brightly with burning energy from the human soul it had entrapped upon its creation, and by turning a gear just under its ear-holes, it could shuffle between a series of lenses that worked as well as a magnifying glass or a binocular, depending on the setting. 
 
    So as the creature searched for Gevor, it twisted around in its chair, adjusting the lenses to focus its gaze. “What’s he look like?” 
 
    “He’s a little tall, but thin. Strong for a skinny man, and his face is gaunt but not narrow—almost elegant and prideful. His skin is darker than most in Froj—he may have some foreign lineage from northern lands, but that’s just a guess. His hair is a shade of brown despite his dark skin, and his eyes have an edge of green in them. He dresses formally—even outside of lesson hours he wears the tunic of the Crystal College, with the blue crystal embroidery and a phoenix-symbol upon his breast, granted to him by Sagger and marking him as more than just a student, but a full-on apprentice with a powerful master. He is very proud of the phoenix marking, and it glows with a faint white enchantment that repels light snowfall, and keeps his garments clean.” 
 
    “Repels snowfall?” Nandor’s eyebrows raised. “A useful enchantment. He must be wealthy.” 
 
    Nix shook her head. “It was gifted to him, I think. He doesn’t come from money, but he has managed to get on the good side of Sagger, who treats him as his most valued apprentice.” 
 
    “A phoenix marking should be distinctive…” The bot thought as it searched the crowd.  
 
    “Yes,” Nix agreed. “Only headmasters and apprentices of headmasters are allowed to wear them. There should be less than fifty in the entire college.” 
 
    “I don’t see a single one here,” Dorin sighed, allowing steam to hiss from his mouth. “Perhaps he’s dressed differently?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Nix said, “But I doubt it. More likely he isn’t here at all.” 
 
    “If that’s the case,” Nandor shook his shoulder, prying Nix away, “there’s no sense in keeping up this act.” 
 
    “Hey!” she protested, “I was cozy there!” 
 
    “You’re sweating up my shoulder!” he said back. 
 
    “Wait!” Dorin hissed, “Quiet! I might have something…” It narrowed its gaze. It had seen a flicker of orange and red that looked like it might be a phoenix marking. Nearby the serving table, in the heat of the crowd trying to get food, a figure bobbed its head down, darting away as if it didn’t want to be seen. But the clothes the figure wore—they were exactly as Nix had described them. Formal, yet practical for studies. Black with crystal blue, and a phoenix marking upon the breast. The figure’s face was hidden behind a hood, and it kept to the edges of the crowd, as if it feared going too close. “Nix…” the bot spoke slowly, trying to piece together the puzzle. “…Gevor isn’t the bashful type, is he?” 
 
    “Ha!” She laughed without humor. “I wish, but no. He’s bold and ambitious. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “I ask because I see a man who fits the garb of Gevor, but I can’t make out his face. It’s hidden behind a hood—as if he’s ashamed of himself.” 
 
    “Where?” Nandor and Nix asked in unison. 
 
    “Towards the edge of the gathering, by the serving table,” the bot said, and pointed as discreetly as it was able. 
 
    Nandor turned in the direction that the bot’s finger faced, “I don’t see him,” he frowned. 
 
    Nix took an extra moment. “Oh. I think I do.” She nodded so that Nandor could see, “But Dorin’s right. It’s like he’s trying to stay hidden. It’s the hooded figure, just off to the side. You see him?” 
 
    At last, he did, “Yes.” 
 
    “What should we do?” the girl asked. 
 
    “Go confront him of course!” Dorin nearly burst from its chair. “Is that not what we’re here for?” 
 
    Nandor waited a second, observing, but not speaking. While he did, Nix replied, “But I thought the plan was to have him confront us!” 
 
    “Plans change!” 
 
    “Quiet,” Nandor suddenly bade them both. “Something is clearly wrong. See the way he walks?” 
 
    Dorin and Nix glanced back to the hooded figure. The bot saw what Nandor was saying—there was a slight limp as Gevor moved, and he crouched low, as if his back was too hurt to stand up straight.  
 
    “There’s nothing wrong—he’s just a fearful coward—or trying to spy on us!” Nix said. 
 
    Inwardly, Dorin disagreed. There was clearly something physically wrong with the figure’s movements, but it didn’t want to be the one to burst their bubble. “I say we go and face him—continue on with the plan! If he is wounded than that will only make our kill all the easier!” 
 
    “What if he runs?” 
 
    “Then we chase him!” 
 
    Nandor sighed, and took a long swig from his mug of water. “Fine,” he stood from his chair. “Stay close.” 
 
    Nix and Dorin flanked him at either side as they walked, whispering nervously. “Should we keep up the act?” The girl looked upwards. “Try to get him to attack?” 
 
    Dorin was about to say that she should, but Nandor muttered back first, “No, no point. If he’s trying to hide, then I doubt if we’ll be able to provoke him into an attack.” 
 
    “So what are we going to do then?” 
 
    “Play it by ear,” Nandor offered with a shrug. “If I have to be the one to initiate the duel, then I’ll do what I must.” 
 
    “But i-if you can’t fight with small swords…” her words broke apart. “I-I just don’t want to see you fighting against the odds. Not again.” 
 
    “It’ll be okay, Nix,” he reassured her. “I may not be the best at fencing weapons, but I can still hold my own. One way or another we’ll get our vengeance. Dobry deserves that much.” 
 
    They walked swiftly to the edge of the crowd, and the hooded figure kept to himself, his face still covered as he ate alone. He barely had time to look up as Nandor descended upon him, and slapped the sandwich from his hand. “You. You murdered Dobry.” 
 
    A few paces behind, Dorin chuckled, and muttered under its breath, “So we’re not going for subtlety, eh?” 
 
    The man gasped as the sandwich fell from him, then he looked up at Nandor with anger. “What? Who are you?” 
 
    “Who I am is of little importance, fool. It is your own life that has become forfeit. Reveal yourself!” Nandor demanded, looming over him with clenched fists. 
 
    The figure glanced to the side of Nandor, and saw Nix. “Wait—you’re with her? Oh—oh no!” He turned to run, but Nandor was ready. He grabbed the backside of Gevor’s tunic, and tossed him to the ground with a mighty grunt.   
 
    “You’ll pay for what you did to Dobry!” he yelled.  
 
    The man cried out, and the hood fell from his face as his back struck the ground. He lay sprawled at their mercy. 
 
    Nix gasped, and even Dorin became a little unsettled. The man was Gevor, all right, but it wasn’t the Gevor Nix had described. This Gevor was bruised, bloodied, and tortured. His lips were split from where he had received a terrible blow, he was missing at least a tooth or two, and his brow was deformed, as if it had been crumbled from too much pressure. His left eye was darkened from bruises, and his right was inflated so badly it could scarcely open. His ears were reddened, his nose twisted and broken, and his hairline had several splits in it where skin had been forced to part. Dorin could only see Gevor’s face, but the rest of him, presumably, was just as bad. The way he lay on the ground suggested that he could not find a place to lie without feeling sharp twinges of pain, and he clutched his ribs as if they had all been broken or cracked. 
 
    Nandor’s eyes widened. “I-I don’t understand. You are Gevor?” 
 
    The man at their feet did not speak, he was in too much pain. Nix scarcely nodded, “That is Gevor, but I have no idea what happened to him.” 
 
    At their back, a crowd was forming. Dorin tugged at Nandor’s sleeve. “Perhaps we should take him somewhere a little more… discrete, sir?” It gestured from the onlookers to the damaged man. 
 
    He grunted, and bent down. Gevor tried to fight, but was far too damaged, and his hands only flopped about uselessly as Nandor threw him over his shoulder. “Nix, Dorin, stay with me.” He turned to the crowd. “This man killed my friend.” He bumped Gevor, “It appears someone has tortured him. I go to find out who did it, and end this madness. While I am around, I’ll tolerate no more senseless killings and secret schemes.” He spun around, and carried his foe out of the tent.  
 
    “Where is the nearest shelter?” he roared. 
 
    “The lower library—come,” Nix led the way.  
 
    The storm was in full blow. Wind blew so loudly that it was hard to hear, and snow streaked from the sky in heavy sheets. Lightning struck from cloud to cloud, erupting in roars that echoed down the mountain. The college streets were growing white with snow, and not a single soul was foolish enough to stand in the open. 
 
    Nandor carried Gevor easily—the wounded man had clearly given up all desire to struggle, either mentally, or physically, and so he simply lay limp over his shoulder. The companions weaved along the sides of the crystal buildings, and Nix nudged open the first door that came into view.  
 
    Wind hissed as it swept into the opening, and Nandor tossed Gevor inside, then closed the door behind them. The man cried out in pain as he landed hard on the stone floor, but Nandor ignored him, and looked to his companions. “Any idea what happened to him?” 
 
    Nix shrugged, her puzzlement plain on her face. Dorin did not have an answer either. It scanned the empty hallway, trying to imagine the person who had done such a thing. “My masters used to shock me as punishment,” it said, then pointed downward at Gevor. “Perhaps this is the same?” 
 
    Nandor frowned. “You said he was working on Sagger’s orders, right?” 
 
    “Well—” She hesitated as she kept her head lowered on the bloody figure. “Yes—Barhall said he overheard Sagger give Gevor his orders, but that doesn’t make him innocent!” She threw her hand down. “Don’t tell me you’re actually feeling sorry for this terrible man!” 
 
    “No, I’m not,” Nandor said. “But, at the same time… I can hardly duel him either. He’s not fit to even hold a sword, let alone swing one.” 
 
    Gevor grunted, and slowly climbed to his feet, using the wall to support himself.  
 
    “What happened to you, boy?” Nandor asked. “Nix tells me you killed Dobry and tried to rape her. My instinct is to kill you, but something tells me you have a story of your own to tell. What happened? Why are you so wounded?” 
 
    Gevor panted as he stood, and his face looked even worse in the moonstone-lit hallway. “S-S-Sagger…” he managed to mutter. “Sagger…” 
 
    “Your master did this to you?”  
 
    Dorin wasn’t surprised. If I was made of flesh and blood, my masters would have likely done far worse to me, at times. 
 
    “Y-yes…” he leaned heavily on his knees. “Wh-when you returned…” He nodded faintly towards Nix. “He knew I failed my mission. He knew I did not kill you, and that angered him. But when he heard that you were back…” it was clear now that he meant Nandor, “My master became enraged. He attacked without warning. Striking me with his staff… over… and over…” He shuddered, and collapsed in a ball at their feet.  
 
     “Pitiful creature,” Dorin spat, and gave him a light kick. 
 
    Nandor pushed Dorin back, and gave a disapproving glare. “Don’t strike a man when he’s down, Dorin. You should know better.” 
 
    “It’s clearly just a sob story, sir!” it protested. 
 
    Nix nodded, “He killed Dobry—it doesn’t matter what things his master did to him, he’s still a terrible man! He deserves everything he got and more!” 
 
    Nandor appeared to ponder this for a while, gazing over the bloody figure. The beating Gevor had received looked so bad that he would never fully recover. He might have once been a handsome man, but no more. Sagger’s work was thorough. “Your master did all this to you, just because he was angry?” The bafflement in Nandor’s tone was apparent. “Why would you serve such a man? Why become his apprentice?” 
 
    Gevor slowly uncurled from his knees, and whimpered, “I h-had no choice, sir. I am poor. W-without someone to endorse me, and support me, I wouldn’t even be able to stay at the college. I need him.” 
 
    “Liar!” Nix growled. “He’s trying to make you think he’s the victim—he’s not! He’s a foul man! He’s tormented me endlessly! He would have raped me if Barhall had not shown up!” 
 
    “Is this true?” 
 
    Gevor quickly shook his head. “I wasn’t going to rape her. No—no sir. You may think me a foul man, but I would never rape a woman.” A flicker of a smile appeared on his damaged lips, showing a shade of his former self. “Where would the fun be in that? Any man can rape. I never wished to have you against your will. I might have wanted to persuade you a little…” His eyes darted briefly to Nix, then back to Nandor. “But in that moment, I only wished to bind and capture you, so that Sagger would not know that you were still alive.” 
 
    “Little difference,” Nix said. 
 
    “But it is a difference,” Gevor muttered hastily crawling upwards and pleading with his eyes, “I only killed on Sagger’s orders. I never had any problems with Dobry—why would I want to kill him? And you—I only wanted to persuade you to my side. Remember what I said in the common grounds? I thought that if I had enough alone time with you I could make you see that we have to stick together. Especially with Froj in chaos, and food shortages soon to follow. I wanted us to be a couple, yes, but not unwilling. I thought you would see that Nandor was a lost cause, and that we have to turn to other methods to survive—even if it means sucking up to men like Headmaster Sagger.” 
 
    “You killed Dobry and thought that I would learn to love you? What kind of twisted brain do you have?” She demanded, and tossed her hands up into the air. 
 
    “It’s not my brain that’s twisted—it’s just what I’ve had to do. You think I like working for Sagger? You think I would have chosen to be his apprentice? Not all of us have earned the favor of the Grandmaster as easily as you have. The rest of us without money have to do what we have to do. We’re not afforded the luxury of an easy choice.” 
 
    As they spoke, Dorin watched Nandor’s head turn from Gevor to Nix, deep in doubt. This is not what the heroic nomad expected to encounter, Dorin realized. He wanted to find a foul, prideful man who he could kill without hesitation. Now that he sees Gevor as a poor boy, wounded and desperate, he’s unsure. Dorin sighed, why does Nandor persist on such petty moral dilemmas? I thought he would have learned by now! Have all my efforts been for naught? Will he always be the same fool that tried to stop a war, or will he ever learn that some men need to die for the better of all? 
 
    “Just kill him, Nandor. He is clearly beyond any hope of redemption.” Dorin finally voiced his opinion out loud. 
 
    Gevor’s eyes widened in terror, but Nandor shook his head. “What honor is there in killing a man who’s defenseless and suffering?” 
 
    “Since when did you care about honor?” 
 
    Nandor shrugged, “Without Marr, I have to have something to guide me. I say honor—perhaps I mean conscious—I don’t know. All I know is I cannot kill this man.” 
 
    “But what about revenge? Justice? He deserves to die!” 
 
    “If you kill the puppet, but not the puppet master, then what good have you truly done? Will not the puppet master simply grab another puppet to do its bidding?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’m saying that this man—” he pointed downwards, “isn’t our true foe. Sagger is the man who ordered Dobry’s death, and so Sagger is the man that needs to pay. This poor fool simply served the wrong master. I certainly wish him no joy for what he’s done, but I can’t kill him either.” 
 
    “Root cause,” Nix huffed, shaking her head as if trying to fling away a stray memory. “I see what you mean, but that doesn’t mean I agree with you. They’re both monsters. Gevor and Sagger—nothing will change that but death.” 
 
    “You want him dead?” Nandor spun on her, his eyebrows intense, as if daring her to make good on her words. “You’ve got a longsword on your back. I doubt he’ll put up much of a fight.” He waved an indifferent hand over Gevor. “Go ahead. I’ll not stop you. Do as you think you must.” A tear formed as Nix faced Nandor, then, she slowly shouldered off Lady Mikja’s longsword and pulled it from its scabbard. At their feet Gevor scampered into a ball, huddled against the wall and bumbling pleads for mercy. 
 
    “Fine. I am capable of handling my own revenge,” She lowered her blade, leveling it with Gevor. “How was it you killed Dobry?” she demanded. 
 
    Gevor cried out as the blade poked him. “P-p-please! I-I was only doing what I was told!” 
 
    “You don’t remember? Then let me remind you: You had lost the duel. You were pleading for mercy, just like you are now. You begged him to help you. Then, when he was tending to your shallow wound, you attacked like a coward. You assaulted his mind with twisted magic and then you cut his throat. You are the most cowardly liar that has ever graced the college. And now you expect me to suddenly believe you? Because you have a sad story to tell? Dorin is right. I know better by now.” 
 
    Nix drew up Mikja’s sword, and held it over her head with both hands. “Please!” Gevor cried once more. “I had no choice! No choice! You see what Sagger’s done to me! It would have been worse if I had failed completely. If I hadn’t killed Dobry, I would have been beaten to death! I had to lie! I had to fight dirty! I had no choice!” Nixie hesitated, holding the deadly sword in a death grip. That moment of reluctance was all Gevor needed.  
 
    He crawled back to his knees, and clasped his hands together. “Please. I know I have done terrible things. I know it. I know I’ve treated you poorly. Sagger is the only man I’ve ever been able to follow. His words are all I know. But I can change. I swear it. I swear it upon my dead mother’s soul—the only person who’s ever shown me any kindness. Grant me one more chance, and I swear I will never bother you again. I know I can never fix what I’ve done, but please, just give me a chance to try.” 
 
    Mikja’s sword wavered uncertainly in the air. More tears formed in Nixie’s eyes. Won’t someone just kill him already? Dorin disinterestedly thought, pressing its metallic hand to the side of its head in boredom. But, unfortunately, killing seemed to be the last thing on its companion’s minds. Nix barely kept her sword from falling to the ground, and suddenly, Nandor stood between them.  
 
    “Girl,” he pushed the blade away from her with his hands. “Don’t force yourself to do something your uncertain of.” 
 
    “B-but he deserves it. He deserves to die.” Water fell from her cheeks, and Nandor brushed the tears away. 
 
    “He may deserve to die, sweet girl. He may even be lying to us right now. But if your heart is not ready to take a life—to take on the burden that maybe, just maybe he’s telling the truth, then you should not kill him. Not now.” 
 
    “I thought—I thought that you had changed, after we brought you back. That you would kill him for me. Avenge Dobry, and spare me this terrible decision…” She sniffed as she looked up at Nandor. “But I’m glad you haven’t.” Her sword clattered to the ground, and she embraced him in a hug. 
 
    Dorin sighed, and picked up the sword while they embraced. It looked downward at Gevor. “If it were up to me, you would be dead,” it whispered just low enough for him to hear. 
 
    Gevor whimpered again, and huddled tighter. It raised an eyebrow. Perhaps he wasn’t lying. Perhaps he was just a man serving the wrong master due to bad circumstances. But in reality, that didn’t change much. If a terrible monster raises an innocent babe and turns it into another terrible monster as result, then shouldn’t they both be killed? 
 
    The bot darkly shook its head. “Mark my words, you are going to regret sparing him.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Nandor did not bother to argue. “But that is a risk we are just going to have to take.” 
 
    “Just remember—I warned you. When the day comes that you regret your kindness, don’t be saying that I didn’t tell you better. One of these days you’re going to have to embrace the truth, Nandor. I’m just trying to help.” 
 
    “And I appreciate your advice.” The large man gently pushed Nix away, then he crouched low to face Gevor. “You,” he growled. “Do you know where your master is?” 
 
    The maimed boy managed a faint mumble. “Y-yes sir. He will be in his tower. The mystic tower, that is. His room is at the top.” 
 
    “Do you think he will accept a challenge to a duel?” 
 
    “N-no sir. I don’t. He knows you are back, and he knows you hold a grudge against him. I think he will be preparing.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Spells. Traps. Enchantments. Headmaster Sagger isn’t the only one who dreaded your return to the college. Headmistress Lareja is angered as well, and I believe they intend on coaxing you into Sagger’s tower, where they will spring their attack.” 
 
    Dorin exchanged a glance with its companions. “Magical traps?” 
 
    Nandor ignored its gaze, and remained level with Gevor. “Do you know how they intend on luring me?” 
 
    Gevor glanced aside, perhaps in shame? “Your jeweled skis. They’ve tasked me with stealing them, and leaving a note saying that they wish to meet with you. Then, when you arrive, they would attack.” 
 
    “Why would they steal skis to trick him?” Dorin whispered at Nix’s side. “They’re not that expensive.” 
 
    “His are,” she softly replied. “They have powered crystals in them, one-of-a-kind. Men have killed over less before.” 
 
    “I take it you didn’t have time to steal them yet?” 
 
    Gevor nodded, “I was going to try after lunch. First I needed to be sure that you were away from Nix’s dorm.” 
 
    “Hmmm…” Nandor frowned, standing to his feet. He regarded the abused boy at his feet through furrowed brows. “Then go about your task. Do as Sagger and Lareja commanded you. Say nothing of what happened here—if you betray us, you will have voided our mercy. Understand?” He pulled the boy to his feet, and they met on level ground. 
 
    They exchanged a wordless glance—perhaps there was a measure of fear in the boy’s look. Or respect. Or both. “I understand, sir,” he said. 
 
    “Good. You have a decision to make, son. I’m giving you the chance at redemption you claim to seek. So make the right choice this time. Don’t be a fool. We have the grandmaster’s blessing, and you’ve no doubt heard of what I’m capable of, so don’t get on our bad side again. You wouldn’t live through it,” Nandor promised. He pushed the boy towards the door. “Now go. Steal my skis, bring them to your master, then get out of that tower however you can, for when I come to retrieve them, I will spare no man who stands in my way.” 
 
    Nandor held open the door to the stormy outside. Gevor glanced tentatively back as he stepped into the howling wind. “Thank you sir. I will not let you down,” he said, and then headed off into the snow, quickly disappearing underneath a cloud of white. 
 
    “Do you honestly think we can trust him?” Dorin asked. 
 
    “I think that even if he does try to betray us, it will just make one more body for me to leave in the tower,” he muttered. “Either way, our problems will be resolved.” 
 
    “But if you’re headed into a trap sir…” the bot let its words fade off. 
 
    “Witches. Wizards. Mystics. Enchanters—they can prepare all they want. Let them put as many spells on the floors and walls as they wish. They cannot stop my rage. For too long have men like Gevor been created by this culture of cruelty. For too long have men like the nameless student Nix and I found been dropped in the snow and left for dead for the crime of questioning their studies. While I’m at the college, this will go on no more. Sagger and Lareja will die, along with any who stand in my way. I’ll purge this college clean. I’ll make it the place of learning it was always meant to be, but never had the chance to become.” 
 
    “But what will Grandmaster Forojen say?” 
 
    “This is war, Nix. Make no mistake. A war between those stuck in the old ways of the college, and those who are ready for change. I’ll not make the same mistake I made the last time I came to a war. No—this war I’ll finish.” 
 
    “Does that mean no more trying for peace?” the bot chirped. 
 
    “It means, Dorin, that Sagger will die. If peace is made from war, then perhaps this is the only path there ever was. I was simply too foolish to see it, before.” 
 
    It nodded happily. “Oh, Nandor,” it whispered, “I was scared for a moment back there when you decided to spare the boy, but heavens! I am ever so glad that you are finally coming around…” 
 
    “What was that?” Nandor asked, busy charging up his stun-stick with a removable crank. 
 
    “Nothing sir, nothing!” it replied. “Just happy to be by your side.” It turned away, and pulled at the blade attached to its saw, grinning. And very happy to be back in the business of murder. Cleanse the college he says… cleanse the world says I!  
 
    I was right to bring back Nandor from his grave. It delighted in its wisdom, hugging its arms together. Together we will do great things. 
 
    This is only the beginning… 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22: College without Hope 
 
      
 
    His name, if I recall correctly, was Nandor. But when he lived with us, we never called him that. It is the way of the Bear Tribe to name each man and woman as their worth. So when he came to us starving and cold, we beat him and called him Worthless. Then when he preached to us we called him Fool. Later, when he fought the goblins with us, we called him Strong. Then, when he tried to negotiate peace with the abhorrent goblins, we called him Fool again. Then, much later, after the war was over, our prize was lost, and he was gone, we called him Prophet. I am one of the few who remembers the full context of his deeds, and if I could go back, I would have begged us to listen to the man we called the Worthless Fool, as strange as his words might seem… 
 
    —The Shaman of the Barbarian Bear Tribe 
 
      
 
    How does one prepare to dive into a nest of venomous serpents? 
 
    How does one prepare for magical traps and angry magicians? 
 
    The most powerful foes to have at the college—all ripe with hatred and twisted lies. Headmasters angry that a man has appeared on their doorstep who desires to teach rather than to brainwash and torment. 
 
    Nandor was no stranger to battle among mages. He had faced many before, when he was a student. Elementalists, mystics, duelers, scholars, enchanters—any with a grudge who hated him for his oddities.  
 
    He had not always won every battle, but he always managed to survive. 
 
    This battle, however, he intended on winning. Survival was not enough. Sagger had to die, and Lareja with him, and whoever else was too indoctrinated to change their ways. 
 
    The grandmaster might be too cowardly to set things at his college right—but while I’m here I will not let students suffer the terror I faced as a young man. It is long past time that things changed at the Crystal College. 
 
    “What’s the plan, sir?” Dorin, the ever faithful Jack-Bot asked. 
 
    Nandor allowed himself a smile, despite the dark task they had before them. He was glad to have such loyal companions. Nixie, Doirn—they had brought him back from the brink of death when many would have spat on his body instead. 
 
    “The plan is to assault the tower, swords swinging, and kill anyone working for Sagger.” 
 
    “What kind of resistance do you expect?” 
 
    “Hard to tell. Based on Gevor’s warning, we must face Sagger, Lareja, whatever lackeys they have, and possibly magical enchantments. Spell wards, illusions and such. If they know how to lay the right kind of traps, we could be entering a slaughter house. We must be cautious.” 
 
    The three companions quietly approached the mystic tower at the far corner of the college grounds, and looked upwards. It was not a particularly wide tower, but it stretched high. The snowstorm obscured their vision too much to see the top, and from the windows they could only make out faint flickers of blue and purple lights, flashing mysteriously through the darkened sky.  
 
    Nixie huddled close to Nandor, sharing his warmth. “Very odd,” she muttered. 
 
    “What? What do you see?” the bot asked. 
 
    Forojen’s goggles were secured over her eyes. “All sorts of things. Several auras at the top—I think four or five different people. Two more powerful—probably Sagger and Lareja. The others could belong to anyone, possibly even Gevor, if he betrayed us. Towards the bottom levels, there are uncertain energies. Lingering traces of where people have been, and silvery shreds of sparkling lines. Does that make any sense?” 
 
    Nandor nodded, “It does.” His own aura detecting spectacle was wedged before his right eye, and he saw everything she saw and more. “What we’re seeing, is traces of where mystic energy and enchantment have been interwoven together to create something very nearly whole. Something that’s been recently put together. The silver lines… that’s trickier. Could be more people—I’ve seen silver auras like that linger on men before, but something tells me it is… different.” 
 
    Nix glanced at Nandor, and her eyebrows shot up as if she had seen a ghost. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She shook her head. “N-nothing. It’s just your aura. It surprised me again.” 
 
    “Ah,” he nodded. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “N-no.” 
 
    “Don’t lie to me, Nix. What do you see?” 
 
    “Nothing! It’s still blue and brilliant, just like always!” More softly, she added, “B-but there is something different about it. Rainbow flickers. Different energies in it that there weren’t before. I can’t explain it.” 
 
    “Humm…” He puzzled on her statement for a moment, trying to remember if he had ever seen a person’s aura change before. He hadn’t. Perhaps it’s possible, but it would have to mean that a different energy had entered into the person, changing who they are, wouldn’t it? What energy would have changed me? He glanced suspiciously at his companions. Perhaps something they did to heal me? “I suppose it doesn’t matter.” He shook his head clear. “Right now, we need to focus on our task.” 
 
    He looked to Nix, and held out his stun-stick. “Perhaps we should trade weapons?” he offered. Lady Mikja’s longsword was still slung over her back. It was a long and elegant weapon—light for its size, but still too heavy for a small and unskilled woman. Nandor recalled it in his hands as he had fought Lord Viken—although his own swordsmanship was somewhat lacking, Mikja’s weapon had proven to be an unmatched blade. He very much wished for it to be in his grip once again. 
 
    Nix looked reluctant. “I suppose since Mikja left it with you, it is your sword, technically…” She slipped the strap off her shoulder. “But do you really want to part with your stun-stick? I thought that you preferred the club?” 
 
    He smiled as he flicked his electric stick gently in his hand. “I am rather fond of it, but the truth is, it is a weapon from a different time. A time when I wished to reason rather than kill. Today, I’m afraid I will need to kill. I’ll need the reach of the longsword, and the sharp edge it holds.” 
 
    Dorin grinned, “If you can’t club them into their senses, than cut them into pieces!”  
 
    Nandor frowned, “Well… that wasn’t exactly what I meant. But sure.” He stood apart from his companions, and gave Mikja’s sword a swing. It felt just like he remembered it—swift and deadly. “Looks like it’s been sharpened,” he noticed with a nod of approval. “You’re doing?” 
 
    Nix shook her head. “I think you can thank Cajorn for that. He was first tending to your wounds, but after Dorin took you, the sword was the only item left behind. It was already sharpened when I received it from him.” 
 
    “The old healer, eh? Who would have thought he knew how to sharpen a blade?” He sheathed the sword, and tied it to his waist. He needed it to be in a ready position, in case they were attacked without warning. If he put it over his back like Nix had, it would be too awkward to remove, which could waste valued seconds in a life or death scenario. 
 
    Nix kept the stun-stick in her grip, and tested the power. “How much charge do I have?” 
 
    “Plenty,” he responded. “I cranked it until it went on overcharge—it’ll be practically bleeding volts, begging to be used. You should get at least three good swings out of it before it becomes your average club.” He glanced at Dorin, “Your weapons ready?” 
 
    The bot whirled its saw-arm in response, and beamed. “Ready to kill, sir.” 
 
    “Good,” they walked the last few steps to the tower door. “I know not what we face behind this door,” he waved at the wooden entrance. “It could be traps. It could be foes. But whatever it is, remain calm, and look to me for your command. I’ll not have my companions blindly swinging blades at every curve and shadow—understood?” 
 
    Nix looked up at him sheepishly, and Dorin nodded. Good enough, he thought, and reached out for the door knob. 
 
    The metal knob twisted without resistance, and the door slowly creaked open. The entrance room was glowing with mystic powers, woven into the very rug at their feet.  
 
    “Nandor? Is that you?” A pair of eyes shined from the carpet. The lines and embroidery was formed to fill a humanoid face that gasped as they stood on it. 
 
    “What in the hells?” Dorin exclaimed. 
 
    Nix jumped away, landing several feet further inside. 
 
    “Wait!” Nandor called, “Don’t take a step further!” 
 
    She froze at his command, and he looked back to the bewitched carpet. It was still eyeing him, as if uncertain it saw what it saw. “You are Nandor, aren’t you? The one I was told to wait for!” it cried. 
 
    “How is there a talking carpet?” the bot exclaimed. 
 
    The same way you’re a talking robot, probably, Nandor thought, but didn’t voice it out loud. He pulled out his sword, and held it low so that the sharp edge was pointed directly at the rug’s face. “What are you?” 
 
    “I am what I am!” the carpet exclaimed. “But I think I know what you are! Nandor!” it yelled as loud as it could, “Nandor has arrived! NANDOR is HERE!” 
 
    “Stop! Silence!” Nandor hissed, but the rug paid him no mind, yelling louder and louder. “Fine!” he roared, and swung his sword downwards. It cut through the rug and then there was a puff of mystic red, and the screaming stopped as fast as it had begun. 
 
    As the rug’s cries echoed to its doom, Dorin let out a sigh of relief, and curiously poked the carpet with its saw. “What in the hells was that supposed to be?” 
 
    “An alarm, I imagine,” Nandor kicked the rug away with a disgusted look. “And it worked. The whole damned tower knows where here. We’ve failed our first task.” He eyed Nix. “Be more careful. Examine everything before you move—even the floor itself.” 
 
    “But there is energy everywhere!” Nix said. 
 
    Nandor turned his head, and knew that she was right. The table at the far end was purple, wisps of light blue flickered around them, and the path to the stairway leading upwards was… funny. In an odd way, as if it had been warped. 
 
    “I don’t like this. All this… this magic nonsense,” the bot protested. “I just want something to kill.” 
 
    “We will kill them, my mechanical friend. We just have to make our way up the tower, first.” Nandor pointed to the stairs. “Nix—does something look off to you? With the staircase?” 
 
    Her head tilted as she examined the curved stairs through her aura detecting goggles. “Yes. But I can’t tell what it is.” 
 
    He exhaled uncomfortably. He did not wish to charge up something that could shift beneath his feet, or worse. “You’ve been here before—you are training to be a mystic, correct?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then try to remember—what is the staircase supposed to look like? Is it a little too wide? Too narrow? Not in the right location? Is there anything at all that seems different from how you remember it?” 
 
    Her brows furrowed, and she powered the stun stick on to shed light on the stairs. Electric sparks spat from the weapon to illuminate the room, and she bit her lip as she tried to name what was wrong—but she couldn’t. “I have no idea. It just looks… wrong.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Nandor agreed, and slowly approached it. Nix and Dorin kept close behind. The stairs appeared as solid as any stairs he had ever seen—stone, strong, and curving all the way up the tower. But he knew it was a trick—it had to be. There was something too… easy about it. He glanced backwards, and saw nothing of significance. A wooden chair, and a tall mirror. The second item caused him to frown. “Give me the stun stick.” He held back his hand, and Nix placed it in his grip. “Now, keep your eyes on the mirror behind us,” he instructed her. 
 
    With a steady hand, he gently pushed the glowing club into the stairway.  
 
    There was a gasp. “Nandor! Stop! Something’s wrong!” 
 
    He froze. “What is it?” 
 
    “The stun-stick—it’s disappeared! The mirror isn’t showing it! As soon as you moved it to the stairway!” 
 
    Cautiously, he pulled the weapon back. “And now?” 
 
    “It’s back in your grip!” 
 
    He looked over his should and saw that she was right. When he moved the stick towards the stairway, it disappeared in the mirror, but when he pulled it back, the reflection was the same as always. 
 
    “What sort of trickery is this?” Dorin wondered. 
 
    “Something far more complex than I had imagined,” Nandor sighed. “Everyone, move away from both the mirror and the stairway. Nix—does the tower have a lower level? One that tunnels beneath the ground?” 
 
    She nodded, “There is a study room, and lower than that a storage room—very deep! But it’s only accessible through the cellar entrance, and a hatch underneath the table.”  
 
    “Then it is as I feared. One wrong step could send us plunging to our deaths. Stay in the center of the room—the both of you. I need to figure this out for myself.” He paced back and forth in the room, examining the mirror and then the stairway. He knew they were connected somehow, but he didn’t dare try until he was certain. “Do you ever recall there being a mirror in this room?” 
 
    “No,” Nix replied after a moment. “But remember, I have not attended the college since before the war—when we met. Anything could have changed at the tower.” 
 
    “What of mirrors? What does it have to do with the stairs?” Dorin asked. 
 
    Nandor ignored the bot. “Is there rumored to be an enchanted mirror at the college? Surely someone would have heard something if it is what I think it is!” 
 
    “An enchanted mirror?” She pulled back her blue hood and twisted her hair together as she thought. “Nothing that I remember…” Her eyes snapped up, “Wait! Yes! Headmistress Lareja! I’ve heard enchantment students who take her classes say that in her room she keeps a mirror that reflects beauty upon her! Makes her look fifteen years younger and fifty pounds lighter!” She grinned, “Makes the male students feel very conflicted. They see a beautiful woman in their classroom, but away from the mirror she becomes an old fat cow!” 
 
    Slowly, the pieces fell into place. “So this must be her mirror,” he pointed at it. “But instead of projecting beauty, it’s doing something else. Something equally deceptive, I suspect, and doubly deadly.” He glanced from Dorin to Nix. “Any guesses?” 
 
    “My! If it could reflect beauty onto an ugly woman, it could be doing anything!” Dorin thought. 
 
    Nix joined Nandor in his restless pacing. “Not anything,” she mumbled. “According to what I’ve heard, it could only reflect beauty on her when she was within its view. As soon as she left the room, she would appear as she was. So the mirror needs a direct line of sight to pull off such a powerful deception.” 
 
    “Good reasoning, Nix,” Nandor nodded his approval. “Figure out what it can’t do so that we may narrow down what it is doing.” He very nearly smiled—the enchanted tower was likely a better lesson than any class Nix would ever attend. “So follow up on that line of reasoning, if you will,” he instructed. “If it can turn ugly into beauty, what other kinds of deception is it capable of? More so, what kind of deception would our foes want it to do to ensure our death?” 
 
    “I-I’m not sure…” she frowned. 
 
    “You said there was a deep hatch to the lower storage room—remember?” 
 
    “Yes…” 
 
    “So do you think it could be that the mirror is actually facing the open hatch, and making it appear like a stairway instead of an opened trapdoor? Instead of turning ugly to beauty, it’s turning high into low. A staircase reflected upon the trapdoor, and vice versa.” 
 
    She paused, and looked from the mirror, to the stairway, to the hatch hidden underneath the table. “…Those clever bastards…” she said, “but that would mean that the whole room could be reversed. If we try to climb the stairs, we fall into a pit to our deaths. But if we try to enter the hatch-door instead, it could be the actual stairs. Is that what you mean?” 
 
    “Yes, that is what I suspect,” He crouched low and opened the hatch underneath the table. Then he smiled. “Have a look for yourself,” he waved her over. 
 
    Dorin and Nix crowded around to get a good view. It was so… wrong. Although the hatch opened and appeared to face downwards, a staircase was clearly visible. “But that would mean—our entire perspective of the room is wrong! This is upright and that is down!” She pointed from the two stairways. 
 
    “Like you said—Sagger and Lareja, they’re clever bastards. Cleverer than I gave them credit for. This type of enchantment,” he pointed at the mirror. “To be able to reflect a room in such a twisted state means that it is a very powerful item. Might even be something made by Wagfrost, for all I can tell. It’s a wonder how the cruel bitch got her hands on it.” 
 
    The Jack-Bot was still marveling as it stared down at an upwards staircase through the trapdoor. “Sir—imagine if we had simply tried the staircase!” 
 
    “We would have fallen all the way down to the storage room,” he said. “That’s why we have to be careful. These traps laid are made to kill us before we even arrive to the top. Who knows how many more tricks they have up their sleeve?” 
 
    Nandor crouched underneath the table, and climbed through the hatch up onto the stairs. Nix and Dorin couldn’t help but gasp as he appeared to vanish, but his head poked back out. “Come,” he whispered, “it’s safe. These are the actual stairs,” he assured them. 
 
    The three entered the trapdoor, and found themselves standing on the real staircase. It was odd, and their stomachs lurched at the unfamiliar perspective. At first it felt like they were climbing downwards, but as they moved out of line of the mirror, it became apparent the actual state of both the stairway and the room below. It had been flipped, and contorted to suit the mirrors deception. Where there was once a stairway, now it was obvious that the mirror was facing, instead, the opened trapdoor, begging them to fall inside it. 
 
    “That was a close one,” Nix blew out a sigh of relief. “If I had taken one more step back there—I would have fallen to my death.” 
 
    “That was the point.” Nandor muttered. “Now stay behind me. If anything is to happen to anyone, it should be me.” 
 
    They climbed upward along the curved stone steps, circling up to the second floor, and whatever trickery awaited.  
 
    “Sir, I did not know the power of enchantments. The family I served was notoriously cruel, and they owned several factories where they made men slave away and toil endlessly for paltry wages, but this is a different sort of torment. That rug—I think it was more than just an enchantment. I think part of a soul was used to create it. It was almost like me, but, worse.” The bot moaned out its discomfort. “I do not like this.” 
 
    Nandor shifted his gaze down on the little mechanical creature. Its flaming eyes were flickering sadly, and its daring smile had vanished completely. If he didn’t know any better, he would have thought it was scared. He gave a reassuring wink. “It’ll be okay, Dorin. Twisted enchantments made by twisted people—truthfully, I’m not too familiar with enchantments either. Wagfrost never taught me exactly how he weaved spells into his creations. But even if that rug was created by using part of a human soul, it was best to end it. Better to end its suffering than to prolong it.” 
 
    “I agree, sir.” it said. “Killing it was the right thing to do. I know I would not wish to be trapped in such an object.” 
 
    The staircase led the three into the second level of the tower, and they approached the room cautiously. More moonstones lit up the room, basking their faces in bluish light. The staircase continued at the far side of the room, but between them there was a vast array of objects scattered on two long wooden tables. Mechanical trinkets ticked and chimed as they spun on the tables like little clockwork toys, and odd mystical wizzmos wompled along, tittering and tattering as if some force compelled them, and bobbled the baubles boundlessly back and forth. 
 
    It made for a strange sort of dance along the two tables, the mechanical and mystic items swaying along as if attuned to an unheard song. 
 
    “Nandor?” Nix asked uneasily. 
 
    He only shrugged, “Your guess is as good as mine.” 
 
    Through his aura detecting spectacle, he saw faint glimmers of waves irradiating from the magical items, but the precise purpose and power of them was unknown. They appeared more like nonsensical knick-knacks than anything else. They danced, and glowed, and shined, but other than to put on a show, they were pointless. Perhaps they formed as torches? Or moving candles? Or entertainment before a meal?  
 
    After he was quiet sure that there was nothing dangerous about them, he walked into the room, the tables at his either side. “Stay back,” he told Nix and Dorin. “Until we know what game this room is playing, at least.” 
 
    He took each step into the room slowly, examining the objects as he approached. They danced eagerly as he walked towards them, as if excited to finally have a guest. Some objects rolled around, the clockwork soldiers saluted him and marched in a line, and the candle-like wizzmos shifted their weight eagerly, wobbling with more enthusiasm. They gathered at the edges of the tables, practically crowding around him as he walked. 
 
    “Sir…” Dorin mumbled from behind. 
 
    “Not now!” he told the bot. “I think they might be trying to tell me something.” 
 
    He watched them, transfixed in their movements. The nonsensical toys begun to hum, and then they glowed brighter and brighter. It was very pretty, almost… mesmerizing. 
 
    “Sir!” the bot cried, this time louder. “They aren’t toys! Their something different!” 
 
    The dozens of strange baubles gathered closer and closer to him, humming louder as he walked between them. He sniffed the air—something was wrong. He smelled a powder, one of fireworks and shows. And the glow surrounding the toys—it wasn’t just an enchantment, there were gear grinders along the edges of the table. A pipe ran along up through the ceiling into the room—but it wasn’t just any pipe, it was a pipe that looked similar to those connected to elemental conductors.  
 
    Tick, tick, tick, tick… 
 
    He glanced from the glowing toys to the gears, to the pipe that opened through a spigot hose.  
 
    “Sir!” The bot took a step towards him. “I know something is wrong!” 
 
    “Stay back!” he hissed. 
 
    He was in the center of the room now, the tinker toys approaching him on all sides. Some had even begun to spill over the table, clustering around his feet. A hiss begun to rumble throughout the pipe in the center of the room.  
 
    His heart stopped. It was all so obvious.  
 
    What a fool I’ve been. 
 
    He glanced from the surrounding toys, to the pipe, to his companions. There was no time to save himself, but perhaps they could remain unharmed. 
 
    “Get down!” he roared, pointing to the lower stairs. 
 
    A hiss of fire boomed from the pipe, and molten flame poured into the room, spitting over the toys on the table and the ground. Any second they would explode, and the flames would grow brighter, and the room would be consumed in unbearable heat. 
 
    He had only one choice, and no time to prepare. 
 
    He closed his eyes, and swiftly placed his hand around the flaming spigot. 
 
    Then, he cried out in pain.  
 
    “AHHHH!” 
 
    Flames poured into his body, and he projected it outwards. He used his body as both the flame conductor and the repellant, as he had done only a few times before. The tinker toys became consumed in fire spitting from his body, and they fizzed as their fuses were ignited. 
 
    Hiszzzzz! 
 
    The toys spat as they lit up brighter and brighter. 
 
    The fire pulsed through his figure, cloaking his entire body from head to toe.  
 
    Tick, Tick, Tick… 
 
    He couldn’t contain it any longer. Neither could the toys.  
 
    A second was all it took. 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    One explosion erupted from a toy, and it unleased a volley of additional explosions. 
 
    BOOM, BOOM! 
 
    Toy after toy shattered and erupted around him, but his body was still cloaked in flame, and it served to shield him from the brunt of the blast. 
 
    Shards of metal were flung all around, and more than one broke past his burning wall. “AHHH!” One sharp pain pierced into his arm, another into his back, and the explosions continued erupting at all sides. 
 
    He kept his hand grasped firmly on the flaming spigot, and concentrated on building the fire up around him. He couldn’t afford to let any ounce of the flame go—it had to surround him. To protect him. 
 
    Vaguely, he was aware of Nix and Dorin screaming from below, but he pushed them from his mind. Either they would survive on their own, or he would deal with whatever awaited later. Right now, he had to focus. 
 
    The series of explosions continued until each toy had erupted. Shards of metal and bursts of flames scorched through the room, flinging debris into the walls and bursting gaps into the stone tower. The window erupted, the tables burst into thousands of pieces, and still Nandor stood in the middle, both hands now tightened around the pipe. 
 
    After several terrible seconds, every toy was destroyed, and the flames finally stopped. 
 
    Nandor fell to his knees, and held his breath. A cloud of smoke surrounded him, and he knew he would choke if he tried to inhale. From below, he heard Nix crying. 
 
    “Nandor! Nandor—no!” 
 
    Damned girl, he thought, I’m fine—I just need a little help. 
 
    His legs were weary, his mind addled, and he was losing small amounts of blood from where stray shards of metal shrapnel had managed to squeeze through his flaming barrier. 
 
    He succeeded in opening his eyes, but they stung in the smoke, and he could see nothing. The moonstones had been ruined, and there was no light save for where the moon poured in through the damaged tower walls. Just how big of an explosion did those little toys cause? 
 
    He fell further to the floor, and felt shards of wood and metal and stone on his hands and knees. There were scorch marks everywhere. His hands were pink and slightly raw, but he had managed to channel almost all of the flame without harm. I think I’m getting better at this… 
 
    There was an ambiguous sound of huffing and metal clanking. At first, he clenched up tight, afraid that it was another tinker-toy about to explode. There was no more fire coming from the pipe—he had nothing to protect himself with. If even one more toy exploded, it could very well be his death. 
 
    But it wasn’t a toy. He heard a gasp, and then a mechanical sigh. “Nandor! Are you alive?”  
 
    A vice-like grip grasped his leg. “Alive, Dorin,” he confirmed. 
 
    “Heavens! How injured are you?” 
 
    “Mostly unharmed,” he grunted. “Only a shard or two got through to me.” 
 
    He risked opening his eyes again. The smoke had mostly cleared, easing through the cracks in the now broken room. A much welcome cold breeze blew in with the storm where the window had shattered, and he managed to crawl to an upright position. 
 
    “Nix! He’s alive! Come!” 
 
    The girl coughed as she charged up the stairs and smoke entered her lungs. 
 
    “Breathe slowly,” Nandor cautioned. 
 
    She ignored him, and rushed down to his side. Her wide eyes soaked in the destruction around the room. Charred walls, exploded glass, broken tables, tiny twisted metal gears from shattered tinker-toys. 
 
    “How are you alive?” she gasped. 
 
    “That,” he grunted, “is a lot to explain. For the moment, would you just help me with my back?” He turned over. It felt as if at least two shards had pierced him. 
 
    He pulled off his coat, and curled up his undershirt. Nix tenderly felt around, unsure of what to do. “S-should I pull them?” she hesitated. 
 
    “By Jove! Get out of my way and leave it to me!” Dorin grumbled, and pushed her aside. There was the sound of whirling as the bot disconnected its saw-arm in favor of its tinkering setting, and then, a sharp, painful pull as one object came out, and then another. 
 
    Nandor managed to contain his first two gasps, but then another came that he hadn’t expected, and to his shame, he whimpered slightly. “Ah!” 
 
    “It’ll be fine,” The bot declared, and flung the bloodied shards of metal aside. “They barely broke into you. Shallow wounds.” The bot tore some wool from Nandor’s pack, and wrapped it around him. After the creature had finished its work, it spun him around and the three figures faced each other on the sizzled ground. “Now tell us—what in the cold hells happened? How did you survive?” 
 
    He looked to Nix. “You remember what I did in my duel against Benjfrost? After everyone thought that I had lost?” 
 
    She nodded, “You conducted fire with your bare hands placed in the fireplace. A feat that I didn’t even know was possible.” 
 
    “Well,” he pointed to the pipe, “I did the same thing again.”  
 
    His companions looked confused, and he sighed, “You see, this was all a very intricate trap, from the tinker-toys, to the powder they were stuffed with, to the pipe. The toys were enchanted to follow any movement in the room, so that they could surround whoever entered, they were both the bait and the hook. Too shiny to look away from, and seemingly too harmless to be afraid of. But on the contrary: They were stuffed with firework powder, which is known to cause explosions, when packed correctly, and the pipe, I suspect, is connected to a fire conductor—which simply had to light them into ignition. Someone towards the top of the tower must have powered it once the toys gave the signal. 
 
    “Anyone else would have surely died in the fire and explosions—firework powder isn’t very potent, by itself, out in the open, but when packed tightly with many others, explosion after explosion ignited by flame will certainly cause some damage.” He gestured around the room, “As you can see. It would have killed you if you had stayed beside me. If I didn’t know how to channel flame directly, it would have killed me too. So what I did was place my hand over the pipe as soon as the flame begun to pour out, in order to cloak myself in a shield of fire. Channel the fire around me rather than outwards—a risk, but it worked,” he felt the stings in his back and leg, and rectified, “mostly.” 
 
    “Marvelous work sir!” Dorin congratulated him. 
 
    He shook his head, “It was foolish of me. I should have noticed what the trap was earlier.” 
 
    “Still, we’re alive,” Nix offered, holding his hand. 
 
    “Indeed. And we still have magicians to slay.” He grunted as he stood to his feet.  
 
    “Do you think your fit to fight, sir?” 
 
    “I’m fine. The shards are shallow wounds, as you said.”  
 
    Nix grimaced, “Looks painful to me.” 
 
    “It’s not bad,” he said, though he would have said the same if it were true or not. “In truth, conducting the flame took more out of me than these little cuts.” He stretched upwards—he had never conducted flame as a shield before, and he had woven the fire so tightly around his body that it had turned to a lava-like barrier. He frowned—he should have felt terrible after such a feat, but he didn’t. The straighter he stood the better he felt, as if there was a surge of energy just waiting to replace his empty reserves. “Actually, I feel great.” He twisted from side to side, and then cracked his knuckles. “It’ll take more than a few exploding tinker-toys to stop us.” 
 
    Gingerly, Nix and Dorin looked at the flight of stairs ahead of them. “What else do you think awaits us?” 
 
    “Ha! As if I could say. That’s the mystery.” He pulled Lady Mikja’s sword from his side, and held it strong in a two-handed grip. “Come, my friends!” He brushed off a piece of smoking debris from his shoulder, and marched to the stairway. “We’ll bring the whole damned tower down on their heads if that’s what it takes!” He roared in bearish laughter, and the barrels of his half-delirious hoots heartily warmed his companions, and then he climbed upwards to cut into the ice-cold threat of death itself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23: Flames of Vengeance 
 
      
 
    He made me look like a fool, and I hated him. I hated him with the power of a thousand clanking gears, grinding endlessly to the very core of my being. Nandor Kir—the nomadic dog-worshiping follower of Marr. 
 
    Foul-smelling, wretched, unshaved, unsanitary, and obnoxious—he deserved everything he got and more. With the other nobles, men of importance and high-born men, I watched from the benches as it happened—the duel that changed everything. The duel that turned the world back to my favor. Once more the god of warmth smiled upon me, and I felt it to the very core of my being. 
 
    When I saw Lord Viken’s blade cut him all the way to his spine I cried out in joy. No more will people point at him and say “there’s the man that brought you to your knees!”  
 
    Fools. I won the duel. I bested Nandor first. He was at my mercy. Then, like the arrogant coward he is, he cheated by using unknown magic with my back turned. Yet he continued to walk free and proud as if he had done some noble deed by assaulting me and mine with our backs turned! It is shameful to the very city of Froj that he was not found and punished for that crime alone! 
 
    But he is dead now. Dead at the hands of Lord Viken, who in turn, died at Nandor’s hand. It’s almost poetic. Lord Viken was never the best of rulers—he was too foolish to see that Lady Mikja and Lord Grimbone intended to deceive him from the beginning, but he served his purpose, in the end. I would have liked to be the one to end Nandor, it’s true, but I won’t be petty—I am satisfied with his termination. 
 
    And now that Lord Viken is dead as well—I must admit, that leaves a lot for me to do. 
 
    Froj has lost the war, but that isn’t necessarily a bad thing. Most will be fearful. Most will run and flee to the other cities. Many will starve. 
 
    But that is only for the moment. Wherever there is chaos, and great suffering, there is equally great room for opportunity, and I intend to utilize this chaos to my full advantage. 
 
    Although he has no heir blessed with his right to rule, Lord Viken does have some lovely daughters. Perhaps it’s time I paid them a visit. Perhaps it’s time I settled down and became a proper married man—respectable and renowned. And from there, it might be easy to proclaim my right to rule—if they protest, I shall remind them: 
 
    Who was it that warned of Nandor’s meddling? 
 
    Who was it that gave Froj the best fighting chance, by saying that the youth should fight? 
 
    Who has stood by the city during both thick and thin? 
 
    Who has taught its students and worked to make us strong? 
 
    And most importantly, if I can secure it—who is married to Lord Viken’s most lovely daughter? 
 
    When they roar my name, they will demand that I take lead, and become the ruler of Froj, to set things right in these tumultuous times. 
 
    Yes, it may be a terrible time for many, but for me, it is the opportunity of a lifetime. So I can only say this—thank you, Nandor, for coming back into my life. 
 
    Your idiocy may work to my favor, in the end. 
 
    —The Journal of Benjfrost 
 
      
 
    The third floor of the tower was as suspicious looking as the first two. It had no exploding tinker-toys or talking rugs or enchanted mirrors—but it had something equally strange sitting in the middle.  
 
    A monkey.  
 
    A snow monkey covered in yellow-white fur, weighing in at about twenty-five pounds, and licking its fingers as it picked at a large pinecone stuffed with sticky nuts. 
 
    “N-Nandor?” Nix asked. All eyes were fixed on the monkey. 
 
    “Ignore it,” he instructed. “Walk around the edges of the room—we just need to make our way to the next stairway. Whatever foolishness this is can wait.” 
 
    “What if it bites?” 
 
    “Kick it,” Dorin suggested, leading the way. 
 
    “You’re sure acting bold all the sudden!”  
 
    The bot nodded, walking slowly yet confidently. “You said you see no mystical auras on this level, so I’m content.” It nodded towards the monkey, “Fleshy creatures have no power over me. Particularly not the most unevolved amongst us. What’s it going to do? Fling shit at us? Ha! Nothing for me to fear.” 
 
    “Just because we don’t see any auras, doesn’t mean that this isn’t a trap,” Nandor warned it. “Be cautious.” 
 
    Nix was disgusted, “Monkeys fling shit?” 
 
    Nandor nodded, “When scared, or angry, or simply playful, yes. Though in reality they will fling anything they can get their clever little hands on.” 
 
    They hugged the edge of the room as they moved towards the next part of the staircase. The monkey looked up every now and then, but mostly it ignored them, instead paying attention to its pinecone treat. It chewed and pried the pinecone open in several spots, and then smacked its lips in delight as it found new nuts to chew on. 
 
    “At least it’s a tame monkey.” 
 
    “Apparently,” Nandor agreed.  
 
    Then, they stopped in their tracks. Dorin became tense. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “There’s a door barring the way to the stairs,” it replied, and shuffled aside for its companions to see. 
 
    Nandor frowned. It was a wooden door—very large, very solid, and attached with huge iron hinges that would take hours to try to pry apart. There was a large doorknob in the middle. He examined it through his enchanted spectacle, and saw nothing strange about it. 
 
    Tenderly, he reached out his hand to turn the nob. It remained solid—it didn’t as much as jiggle. He peered closer and saw a ridged opening for a large key.  
 
    “Is it locked, sir?” 
 
    “Yes,” he muttered, and cursed under his breath. 
 
    “Don’t worry! I can handle almost any old lock!” the bot proclaimed, twisting aside its saw and clanking its probing arm into position. 
 
    Nandor stepped aside to allow Dorin to do its work, and as he did, his gaze fell upwards. Surrounding the door, hanging just above the upper edges were metal pipes pointed directly downwards. Quickly, he pushed Dorin aside. “Stop!” he barked. 
 
    “Goodness! Whatever is the problem?” 
 
    “Those pipes—” he pointed, “—they could be a trap.” 
 
    The bot looked up. “Oh, I see. So one wrong twist of the old probing arm and there could be a rain of fire on my head?” 
 
    “Possibly,” Nandor said, “Or anything could be pumped through those pipes.” He stood on his tippy toes to get a better view, “They look different from the pipe surrounding the tinker-toys… so I don’t think they are attached to a conductor, or not the same one, at least.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Dorin agreed, uncoiling its legs so it could stand higher, “They must be set on a trigger of some sort. I think you are right—probably they will trigger a reaction if the lock is turned the wrong way.” 
 
    “Any idea what kind of reaction?” Nix wondered. 
 
    “Inconclusive,” Dorin replied. “Could be more fire, or worse.” 
 
    “If its fire, would you be able to use your elemental abilities again?”  
 
    “Possibly,” Nandor shrugged, “depending on what and how powerful it is. But I don’t like to do that kind of thing if I don’t have to. There’s always a degree of risk involved. If I don’t focus just right, I could channel too much inside myself. If I don’t redirect the energy properly, I could burn, or even explode.” 
 
    “Well I certainly don’t fancy putting my hand in the lock and risking the repercussions either!” Dorin said. “Fire and oil doesn’t mix!” 
 
    “I don’t even know how to pick a lock if I wanted to!” 
 
    “Guys, guys,” Nandor waved them to a calm, “relax. No one is asking anyone to try to pick the lock. We haven’t exhausted our full range of options yet. Dorin—do you think your saw can cut a hole through the door?” 
 
    The bot sighed out steam, “Depends on if there is metal on the other side. I could cut through this wood,” it tapped the door, “but it would dull my blades considerably. And if the trap trigger runs through the door into the lock, then I also risk setting it off, if I pick the wrong place to cut a hole.” 
 
    “Surely we can bypass the trap somehow?” Nandor growled, looking all along the edges of the door. 
 
    “Sagger and Lareja can’t stay locked at the top of the tower forever, perhaps we could simply wait them out?” 
 
    “We don’t have that kind of time,” Nandor rumbled. “What we’re doing isn’t strictly allowed. While I don’t think that the grandmaster will try to stop us, if some students show up and see us trying to take down the tower to kill Sagger, he might be forced to intervene. Either Sagger would be banished, or we would be depending on his spine. No—its best we do this here and now, as fast as possible. Sagger and his cronies must die tonight.” 
 
    The three companions examined the door barring their path for several seconds, cursing and muttering as they tried to think of ways to get around it without triggering the trap. 
 
    They were so focused on the door that they hadn’t even considered the monkey until it let out a solitary, almost mocking screech, “Eeeekheek!” 
 
    Nandor turned—the monkey was still sitting in the middle of the room, but it had tossed aside its pinecone, and was eyeing them with interest, raising its shoulders up and down. Dorin noticed it as well. “Sir, is the monkey taunting us?” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s necessarily taunting us…” Nandor started to mumble, but just as he did the monkey let out another shriek, this one followed by several hoots. 
 
    “Eeekheek ah! Ah! AH!” The monkey pounded its tiny chest, and bounced up and down. 
 
    “Maybe it’s trying to tell us something?” 
 
    Nandor took a step forward, and the monkey panted as he approached, delighted. 
 
    “Don’t let it bite you!” Nix warned. 
 
    As he came closer, the monkey panted softer, until he crouched down to its level. Then, it reached around and pulled out a small, half glittering half brown metallic item from where it had been sitting. It held out the key before Nandor, and smiled innocently. 
 
    “A key?” Nix gasped. 
 
    Nandor hesitated, not grabbing it immediately. “Do you want me to take it?” He asked the monkey, feeling silly as he did. 
 
    As if it somehow understood, it seemed to nod, enthusiastically shaking its head up and down. He reached out, touched the key, and the monkey immediately released it into his grip. Through a questioning eyebrow, he turned to face his companions.  
 
    “Why would the monkey give you a key to the door? Is it some sort of trick?” 
 
    “Almost certainly.” 
 
    “But he looks so innocent!” 
 
    As if on cue, the monkey swayed from side to side, then ran up to Nandor’s leg, and beamed up at him. 
 
    “I don’t trust it, sir,” Dorin said. 
 
    Nandor judged the key for himself, looking from it, to the monkey, to the keyhole. It certainly appeared to be a match. But why would Sagger create a trapped door only to provide a monkey with a key? 
 
    He walked to the door, and paused. The monkey looked up at him. “You wouldn’t be trying to trick me now, would you?” he asked it. Naturally, it did not reply, but its smile did grow wider. There was a flicker and it brought up another glimmering item up into its hand—Nandor did not wish to guess where the monkey had been storing it.  
 
    It was another key, same color, but with slightly different ridges. The monkey was practically laughing as it held it up for him. Nandor took it, and examined both keys. 
 
    “Foul little creature was holding out on us!” Dorin eyed the monkey with fire. 
 
    “But which key is the real key?” 
 
    “That’s the real question,” Nandor nodded at Nix. “Now the games begin.” 
 
    The monkey hooted in laughter, “Hoah! Hohaha!” 
 
    For a long while, Nix, Nandor and Dorin debated on which key looked best like a match for the door. They could come to no reasonable conclusion. Both keys were too similar—there were only a slight difference in their edges. The lock was too intricate on the inside to see which key was right and which key would unleash the pipe-trap. At the end of their argument, Nandor was undecided, Dorin was as well, and Nix was suggesting that perhaps both keys were rigged to set off the trap. 
 
    “How can we trust either key?” she said, “I know Sagger best—I’ve had classes under his teachers, and I’ve encountered him more than the both of you to be sure! He’s a clever man! He wouldn’t give us a fifty-fifty chance at triggering the trap! He would rig both of the keys, only giving us the illusion of a choice!” 
 
    “But if that’s the case, then we would be just as well off having Dorin try to pick the lock.” 
 
    “I’d rather not!” The bot’s eyes shot up to the mysterious pipes. “Tinkering with locks as intricate as this takes time! The odds that I fit the lock right with my probing arm the first time are so low it’s absurd! We’d be better off trying a key. You understand?” It was speaking to Nix, “Lock picking requires trial and error—it’s part of the process! But here,” it gestured at the trap, “One wrong probing and woopsydaisy! Bang goes the Jack-Bot! The fire would burn and overload my core!” 
 
    “But wouldn’t it take quite a bit of fire to get to overheat your lifestone? Or your engine?”  
 
    Reluctantly, the bot agreed, “Yes, my new plates protect me rather well, but too much heat could still penetrate me.” 
 
    “So either we risk using a key, or we fumble around with the lock and invariably set off the trap regardless. That about right?” Nandor asked. 
 
    His companions did not have to reply. They were all running their own internal simulations, trying to figure the best course of action. It was Nix who proposed her idea first. “I-I could,” she stammered, walking away from the door and eyeing the monkey, “I could t-try t-to…” 
 
    Nandor saw where she was going, and didn’t like it. “Enter the monkey’s mind to try to learn which is the real key? That could be dangerous.” 
 
    “Any more dangerous than picking at random and risking the trap?” she asked, her resolve hardening. “As we’ve repeatedly been over—it’s a risk no matter what we do. Try a key, and maybe it will work, or maybe they are both rigged. Try to pick the lock, and we almost certainly set off the trap. However, if I use my power to enter the monkey’s mind, I believe we have our best chance of learning how to overcome the trap.” 
 
    After a moment, the bot nodded, “I agree. We have us a mystic—might as well put her to use, no?” 
 
    Nandor stubbornly shook his head, “You don’t understand what mind-penetration requires, Dorin. When she entered Goldie’s head she almost lost her mind—a fate worse than any death this trap might yield.” 
 
    “Goldie?” 
 
    “The dog,” Nix reminded it. 
 
    “Ah. So is a monkey’s head supposed to be harder to navigate than a dog?” 
 
    “I doubt as if any of us has the experience to say for sure,” Nandor rolled his eyes. “But judging by that monkey’s mischievous grin, he isn’t going to be an easy nut to crack.” 
 
    Nix rolled up her sleeves, and kneeled beside the monkey. “It’s our best bet, and you know it,” she said over her shoulder. “I’m going to try it. Nandor, stay by my side and physically break my connection to the monkey if I began to go limp, or spasm, or do anything that you think is strange. Dorin, please hold the monkey steady.” She let out a sigh as she prepared her mind, rolling her head from side to side. “You still have that rek-root in your backpack, right?” 
 
    Nandor nodded, “But I don’t want to use it if I don’t have to. Try to stay present. Enter the monkey’s mind, make it remember the moment it was given the keys, and whatever it was told, then exit as fast as possible. Don’t linger. Understand?” 
 
    “Better than you do,” she muttered. “Everyone in position?” 
 
    Dorin held the monkey’s arms, and grunted in reply. Nandor sat beside Nix, “Be careful,” he said. 
 
    She slowly stretched out her hand, and then she sat it on the monkey’s soft white head. The tiny creature squeaked in protest, but then, they both appeared to relax as the mystic took control. 
 
    *** 
 
    The clever creature clashed with her conscious as soon as she entered. It was a struggle from the very beginning. There was no time to brace herself, and very little room to maneuver. She wiggled her way in by promising it that she would give it tasty nuts and roots when the connection was over, but the bribe only worked for a moment. She knew she had very little time to get the creature to cooperate and recall its memory. 
 
    Swiftly, she searched for what she sought, but was bogged down by the vast cavernous hollows of its own spirited ideas. 
 
    How does one describe the mind of a monkey? 
 
    Chaotic. Playful. Distressed. Scattered. Erratic.  
 
    So pretty much like the mind of a person, but more immediate. More reactive, and less ponderous. 
 
    Aside from its scattered thoughts, there was also a hidden danger to staying inside its mind—one that she felt immediately. It was addictive. The monkey thought simple thoughts compared to a human, but they were much more complex than anything she had seen in the dog when she had entered its mind. This monkey had spirit—it had its own ideas and dreams and desires that expanded far beyond any other creature she had encountered before. It was almost beautiful in its simplicity, yet cruel in the same way. 
 
    It had dreams and delusions of grandeur—it was spoiled, and so it believed itself a mighty being—powerful, wise, respected and feared.  
 
    And why shouldn’t it think such things? 
 
    Large men brought it food daily, as if revered and beholden to the monkey’s desires. It was bathed, cleaned, and groomed by these lesser men, who gave it a fitting cage filled with toys and trinkets to entertain it to its heart’s content. 
 
    The monkey could sit on the men’s heads and shoulders, and ride them as it saw fit. It could climb, jump, and bite harder than any person, and it knew it, and it reasoned that this must have been why it was so well-respected by the strange hairless men. 
 
    Nix tried to shake the monkey’s thoughts away—it was too much. Too much strange monkey-logic.  
 
    She needed it to recall its memory, not allow it to brag to her. 
 
    She tried to focus the monkey, but it laughed at her clumsy efforts. 
 
    So slow! So dense! So heavy! So boring! it taunted her.  
 
    The nerve! She furiously thought, both surprised and irritated that it could form thoughts into words so casually. I could stomp on you with my boots and you would squash like a rotten little rodent beneath me! You have no right to taunt me you pesky little thing! 
 
    It disagreed. You could never catch me, slow fat human! I could climb outside the tower! I could run up the walls! I could jump ten feet before you could bat an eye! I could pelt you with rocks and filth and you would scream and shriek and run because I am the one in control! 
 
    You are NOT in control! She echoed loudly throughout it.  
 
    It screeched, and laughed, and clawed against her brain. When are you going to give me those nuts you promised? 
 
    After you show me the memory! 
 
    It appeared to dart away from her within its own mind. Memory…memory…memory… I do not know this word very well, it confessed through the darkness. 
 
    I just need to know what happened when you were given the keys!  
 
    Keys? Keys! Aha! Why did you not say? I can tell you about keys! I don’t have to show you! It coyly approached her again from the shadows, and rubbed up against her like a cat. Will you give me treats? 
 
    Yes. Many tasty treats, she promised. After you tell me about the keys. 
 
    What do you want to know? 
 
    Who gave you the keys? Do you know which one will open the door and which one will spring the trap? 
 
    TRAP? It screeched as it envisioned what she did. Fire pouring from pipes roasting whoever tried to open the door. Yes! Spring the trap! That is what my human’s desire! But it not fire! More smelly! I was told to give you one key, than another key. So I give you the keys! This makes the humans very happy and give me even more food! When they talk I hear them say: “One is bad, and the other is bad! If Nandor has made it this far, he will only have half a chance to make it further! And then the other half will spring on the other side! Both spring different traps, but the same end!” 
 
    She contemplated its thoughts through a mental frown. So both keys are bad? 
 
    HA! Both are good! Good at making people go sleep-sleep to the land of never-wake-up! 
 
    Is there another key? 
 
    Stupid, stupid! Of course there is another key! How do you think Sagger plans to see if his traps worked? He has shiny key with him that no make him go sleep-sleep! 
 
    But is there another key HERE? 
 
    Oh. No. Well… No. No more key. One key and two key—that is all I was asked to give. 
 
    Is there any other way to get around the door? 
 
    Stupid, stupid! How do you think I got here? The monkey showed her a memory of it climbing down the tower and through the window-hatch.  
 
    Unfortunately I do not think Nandor and I can climb the tower. 
 
    Ha! What I say? You slow, fat, clumsy. Much better to be monkey than to be large hairless monkey. I am better than you! 
 
    Better at arrogance, certainly, she allowed, struggling to get ahold of her own thoughts. So both keys spring different traps? What do they do? What is the difference? 
 
    One make trap spring first, the other make trap spring second! 
 
    Is there any way to protect against it? 
 
    HA! Not for slow fat hairless monkey! They test trap! I watch! It go POOOOOOPH! It showed her a vision of pouring green gas. Fill the whole room fast! If you no climb tower like monkey can, it make you go sleep-sleep!  
 
    I see. She pondered the new information. Perhaps there was a way to avoid it… if… 
 
    The monkey interrupted her thoughts with a shrieking bark. Now you give me tasty food? 
 
    I… did she have any more questions for the monkey? I will leave, she said, and swiftly departed from the creatures mind. It allowed her to go without struggle, envisioning the tasty treats it would receive when they were both back in their own bodies. 
 
    *** 
 
    From Nandor’s perspective, it all happened within the space of a second. One minute the girl had gone under, her eyes glowing with mystic power. The next, she jumped to her feet, yelling at the top of her lungs like a madwoman. 
 
    “AHHH! Go poof! Go green poof! Lots of many poofs! From pipes! Keys bad!” she yelled, jumping up and down. 
 
    “Heavens!” Dorin stepped away, releasing the monkey. “You were right to be concerned! She’s gone mad!” 
 
    Nandor rushed over and grabbed Nixie by the shoulders. “She’s not mad, she’s just confused. It happened when she entered Goldie too. For several minutes she shared the dog’s mindset—she’ll recover soon,” he said, reassuring Dorin as much as himself. 
 
    The girl’s eyes jumped around frantically, from Nandor’s face to the door and the pipes. “Green poof? Stupid fat man? You understand? Lots of green gas poof! From pipes! Keys bad!” 
 
    He held her back as she tried to struggle. “Calm, Nix. Calm. I think I understand what you mean—just focus on calming your mind right now. That’s the most important thing. You hear me, girl?” He forced her head to face him, “Calm down and remember who you are. Speak slowly. Can you do that for me?” 
 
    After a moment, she slowed her breathing and nodded. “Y-yes, large fat hairless monkey. I can do that.” 
 
    Amused, he smiled, “My name is Nandor. Not large fat hairless monkey. Remember?” 
 
    “Is that not what I say? N-n-nandor?” 
 
    “That’s a start,” he nodded. She was coming back, and faster than she had with Goldie. He shuffled the rek-root back into his pack, content that her recovery would be swift. “You are still thinking with half of the monkey’s thoughts.” He pointed at Dorin, “Can you tell me his name?” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow, “You mean the strange shiny clunker who go tick-tick and hiss-hiss with smelly cloudy snorts?” 
 
    “More or less accurate,” he grinned.  
 
    Dorin was insulted. “Clunker? I’m a Jack-Bot! Much more elegant!” 
 
    “J-jack-bot?” Nix repeated as if she spoke the word for the first time. She tilted her head. “Yes, I remember. Dorin is your name. We rescued you from a foul woman.” 
 
    “Good,” Nandor petted her head, “It’s coming back.” He pulled her closer to listen to her heart. Gradually, it was stabilizing, beating slower and slower. After he felt she was sufficiently calmed, he spoke softly, “Now, do you think you can tell us what you saw in the monkey’s head?” 
 
    “Yes,” she nodded upwards. “Monkey say many things. He talk. Like person, but more jumpy. Not like dog,” she shook her head. “I did not see many memories, but he tell me what he saw. He said that both keys set off traps, but different traps. One make trap go first, the other make trap go second, is what he say. Both release a cloud of smelly gas that make you go sleep-sleep to the land of never-wake-up.” 
 
    “Smelly gas?” 
 
    “You mean it kills?” 
 
    “Is that not what I say? Yes. Sleep-sleep. Or die—something like that.” 
 
    Nandor and Dorin exchanged a glance. “Toxic gas. Odd choice, but it makes sense. They have heard of my powers as an elementalist, so they might know that the fire couldn’t kill me. Hot steam would be worthless too. Toxic gas on the other hand? That’s not something I can channel. Even if I could, I would still have to hold my breath.” 
 
    “But what kind of toxic gas do you suppose it is, sir?” 
 
    He shrugged, “I am not familiar with poison. I know that some men have the knowledge to distil certain plants into powders, and poison drinks, and I know that others can take the same powder and pile it into a breathable packet that would create toxic fumes if steam was shot threw it—perhaps that is what we face?” He stood from Nix, and tilted his head, gazing at Dorin. “You don’t require air to breathe, do you?” 
 
    “Well, no, not in the way that people do. My core does require an oxygen-rich environment to run properly, but strictly speaking, I don’t have to breathe. As far as I know, toxic fumes and poisons should not harm me.” 
 
    “Nix? How much gas comes from the pipes? Did the monkey show you? Is it enough gas to fill the room?” 
 
    She nodded, “Lots of gas! When they test it they had to stand all the way back on the upper stairs! It filled the room and poured all the way down half of the staircase!” 
 
    “Then we will have to hide down below on the second floor.” He looked to Dorin. “Are you willing to spring the trap? I know there is a risk involved, but it seems that you stand the best chance of surviving the poison gas.” 
 
    The bot did not hesitate, “Yes. I will trigger the trap, and more so, I will stay to let you know when it is clear again.” 
 
    “Then open the window, Nix.” He pointed, and moved to examine the trap once more. Dorin followed. “There are four pipes—I imagine they will all pour poison. Nix said that both keys spring the trap, but one will spring the trap first and the other will spring it later—if I am interpreting this correctly, then that means there are four more pipes on the other side of the door. One key will cause the pipes to pour poison from the first set, the other from the second set. Either way it will fill the room and stairways, killing anyone around.” 
 
    “Anyone organic, you mean,” Dorin said. 
 
    “Yes. With any luck you will be entirely unharmed.” He handed the bot both keys. “Use either—I don’t think it matters. Give Nix and I several seconds to run down the stairs before you twist the door open. Clear?” 
 
    “Crystal clear sir,” it nodded. “But we will need that window open if we don’t want to risk the entire lower tower filling with toxins.” He pointed to where it was still latched. 
 
    “Nix? Why isn’t the window open?” He turned, and saw her standing in the middle of the room. The monkey was staring back at her—its teeth were bared. They were sharp, long, and yellowed to a nasty rot. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I-I may have promised the monkey treats,” she said, and took a step away. The monkey matched her movement, and crouched lower, ready to pounce. 
 
    “What do you mean you promised it treats?” 
 
    “To get in its head! I had to negotiate with it. I said I would give it something sweet, if it told me everything it knew.”  
 
    “It looks like it want’s what it was promised,” Dorin smiled.  
 
    “But I don’t have any food!” 
 
    The monkey hissed, and jumped forward the moment the words had left her mouth. It landed on her shoulder, and she shrieked and cried, flailing her arms as she tried to get it off—but the creature was relentless. “Get it off! Get it off!” she screamed. 
 
    Nandor rushed to her side, but by the time he was there, it was too late. The monkey had pulled off her shiny blue bow, and then jumped to the window. It unhatched it with a swipe of its tail, and then scaled upwards along the outside of the tower. 
 
    Nandor laughed, “That’ll show you for trying to fool a monkey!” 
 
    “He could have bitten me!” Nix said, angered at his amusement. 
 
    “Then be grateful he didn’t,” Nandor suggested. He looked to Dorin. “You ready?” 
 
    The bot nodded, “If you organic creatures are quite done fooling around, yes.” 
 
    He gazed at Nix through softer eyes. “Forgive my laughter. Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes. But he took my bow,” she pouted as she tried to rearrange her outfit back together. 
 
    Despite his efforts, a grin formed again. “I suppose that makes the monkey a student of the crystal college now, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Better him than me,” Nix sighed, brushing back her hair. “Okay, I’m ready.” 
 
    The window was open, Dorin was standing beside the locked door, and everything was in position. “Give us a minute before you spring the trap,” Nandor instructed, and then rushed down the stairs, holding Nix’s hand to be sure she stayed close. “Good luck!” he called over his shoulder. 
 
    “As if I need it!” the bot shouted back. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24: Elemental Storm 
 
      
 
    I watched his duel today. The young man Nandor, who came to us both proud and poor. He wasn’t elegant in his fight, nor particularly swift or skilled—but there was a power to his simplistic techniques. He swings his club with great strength, and he ignores any blows from his foe, as if in those brief moments of the fight he somehow becomes impervious to pain. But it is his will that helps him the most—not his skill, nor even his strength. I’ve watched him fight many times. Even when it is obvious that he will lose, he never gives up. He fights until he can no longer stand, with no regard for his own personal safety or well-being.  
 
    It is that same strength of will that makes him hated at the college. He causes too many waves. Says things where he would be wiser to listen instead.  
 
    In many ways, he reminds me of myself, so many years ago.  
 
    Stubborn and willful to the point of persecution, so certain that he is right in his beliefs and that society is the one in the wrong. He thinks himself the only sane man in an insane world, and perhaps he is right. I know I was. This world we live in gets so much wrong that the enlightened are called fools and the foolish are put on thrones—it is a hard lesson to learn. It took me a great many years to understand how to play the game and utilize it to my advantage. 
 
    But it is interesting for me to watch the pattern unfold once more. There are certainly things I could do to make his life easier, but I am inclined to let him unfold as nature intended instead. 
 
    These trials the college inflicts upon him will either harden him into a powerful man as they did for me, or they will kill him.  
 
    Either way, the college shall grow, and my plans shall remain unchanged. 
 
    —The Journal of Grandmaster Forojen Dorgenja 
 
      
 
    Nix and Nandor waited in silence on the lower floor. The bot had not given the signal that it was safe to enter yet. The waiting was worse than anything else. 
 
    Is Dorin alive? Did the poison somehow corrupt its core? 
 
    Nandor glanced at Nix. “You don’t think the monkey lied, do you?” 
 
    Her eyes widened, “If I’m being honest, I wasn’t entirely in control when I entered the monkey’s mind. We struggled and argued. It could speak Nandor—understand? It was like talking with an arrogant child. While it certainly may be able to lie, I think if it tried to lie it would be too clumsy to work. Think of a toddler covered in chocolate saying that it didn’t eat the candy—that is rather how I think it would lie. So I believe he was being truthful, but I can’t say for sure.” 
 
    Several more minutes passed. Then, they heard a robotic voice shout down through the stairs. “I think it’s safe now! Might want to cover your mouths to be sure!” 
 
    Nandor breathed a sigh of relief, and brought his arm up. The wolf-fur tickled his nose, but he instructed Nix to do the same. “It might be best to hold your breath if you can. If you can’t, and you find breathing gets difficult, retreat back to the second level.” 
 
    She nodded, and then they hurried upwards. The third floor was empty, just as they had left it, but the door was swung open, and there was the trace smell of something odd lingering in the air. Dorin stood by the doorway, fanning out the remaining poison with his arms.  
 
    “Everything go as expected?” 
 
    “Like a charm, sir! I used one key, than the other to be sure that both traps were triggered. A mammoth amount of green gas poured from the pipes, but it didn’t so much as tickle my gears. I’ve inspected the path ahead and it looks clear as well. I think this was their last trap.” 
 
    “About time,” Nix huffed. 
 
    “The hard part is still ahead,” Nandor warned. “These traps were meant to wound or kill us before we arrived—luckily we managed to avoid the worst, but we still have Sagger and Lareja to face in combat, and for all we know they could have another trick up their sleeves.” 
 
    The three huddled together and climbed the last staircase. It went up for a long, long time. Nandor halted every now and then to reassess and check for anything odd, but the narrow stairway was clear. They whispered quietly back and forth as they went, trying to assess what might await them at the top. 
 
    “What do you know of Headmaster Sagger? What are his strengths? Weaknesses?” 
 
    Nix couldn’t say for sure. “He’s never liked me, and I haven’t had any classes directly under him. From what I’ve seen, he isn’t a fighter, but as you’ve both witnessed he can be clever, cruel, and he knows how to get what he wants. And unlike some of the other headmasters who were appointed more for political reasons, he is actually skilled in his craft. He is both a very powerful mystic, and at least somewhat talented in the other realms of magic. Rumor has it he knows how to use conductors, and is a skilled elemental duelist. I don’t think he knows how to spell-weave enchantments, so the rug and the mirror were definitely Lareja’s work. Other than that, it could be anything. I’ve never seen him swing a sword, but that’s because he never allows a situation to degrade that bad. He plays one step ahead—if he has a challenger, the challenger will almost always mysteriously die before the duel comes into play.” 
 
    “Thus the traps,” Nandor nodded, “So he fights like a spider. He sets his web, poisons, and then waits for his victim to wear itself out.” He gritted his teeth as he considered it. 
 
    “What do you think?” Dorin asked. 
 
    After a moment, he whispered, “If our analogy holds any water, then Sagger will still have at least one failsafe to prevent us from attacking. A spider can retreat swiftly, and bite often. He’s already tried to trap us in his web beneath the tower, but that failed. We still have his fangs to face, and we must be ready to corner and squash him before he can flee.” 
 
    At his side, Dorin’s saw hummed steadily. “I think we can do that, sir,” it grinned. 
 
    Nandor kept his sword in a two handed grip as they approached the top. Another door stood in their path—the door that lead to the last level. It was large, and wooden. There were no pipes around it, and it sounded dead quiet on the other side. 
 
    “Is it locked?” Dorin whispered. 
 
    “Perhaps. Either way, I don’t fancy fiddling with the doorknob as we make our attackers become aware of our presence.” He glanced over his shoulder. “I’m going to need you to do me a favor, Nix.” 
 
    She nudged closer, “What is it?” 
 
    “I’m going to need you to power the stun-stick as high as it will go, and then shock my hand.” 
 
    She gave him a blank stare. “Are you mad?” 
 
    “No. This is something I’ve done before. It’s another form of elemental magic. Just as I can channel fire from a fireplace into my body and project it outwards, I can do the same with electricity.” 
 
    Dorin’s grin grew, but Nix remained dubious. “But what’s the point in that? How will you channel the electricity?” 
 
    “I’m going to open the door,” he shared Dorin’s ravenous grin, “Explosively.” 
 
    “That will be a good entrance,” The bot hummed its approval. 
 
    Nix shook her head, “But what if I hurt you instead?” 
 
    “Don’t dwell on the negative,” he instructed. “I’ll be fine. Power the stick on full, and let me do the rest. If everything goes as planned, it will erupt fast. Stay out of my way, and run if you have to. Dorin, your saw ready?” 
 
    “Sharpened and well-oiled, sir,” it replied. 
 
    “Nix?” He nudged her. “It’s now or never.” 
 
    Reluctantly, she turned the stun-stick on, and it oozed with electricity. On their way to the tower, Nandor had cranked it until it was charged to full, and it was practically begging for a chance to unleash itself. Blue sparks lit up the corridor as she turned the grip on overcharge, and it crackled like distant thunder. “Ready?” she asked. 
 
    Nandor held out his left hand. “Ready,” he replied. 
 
    There was a vivid hum, and then, she thrust the stick into Nandor’s hand.  
 
    His body tensed as the volts entered him, but he didn’t allow them an outlet. He couldn’t. Not yet. He had to gather more energy, even if it risked damaging his body. “Keep it pressed against my hand!” He whispered through a tense jaw. 
 
    Nix did as she was told, and more energy poured inside him. It rushed through his muscles and clashed against his skin, pleading for a way to escape. It was a strange feeling, both terrible and electrifying. If he didn’t control the power just right, it would gather too close to his skin, and shock him as it searched for a way to equalize. 
 
    In those brief seconds of pain, he recalled what he was taught by the barbarian tribes. All forces of power in the world look for the path of least resistance. They all want to stabilize—to equalize and spread out until they are empty. Wind, fire, electricity, even cold—it is all a pathway, a channel. The wind only blows through the sky to soothe its pain. It wants to steady the constant changes from cold to hot, to find a peaceful balance between the two. 
 
    His body had to be the same—such an influx of power requires intricate channeling. He had to form pathways and miniature circuits for the electricity to loop itself between as he gathered up power, waiting for the right moment to unleash it. 
 
    At last, the stun-stick was drained, and he held out his other hand to the door.  
 
    Nix’s eyes were wider than he had ever seen them. “Y-you’re… your whole body is pulsing! Glowing blue!” 
 
    He looked downwards—she was right. So much power had entered him that it lit up his skin as it searched for a pathway out. He let it gather around his right hand, “Stay back,” he warned his companions, and then, he unleashed it. 
 
    All of it. 
 
    A crackle of thunder erupted throughout the door, and it burst into a thousand wooden shards, exploding into the room. 
 
    Someone screamed. He heard the barking of orders. Panic surrounded them.  
 
    Ideal, he smiled, and grabbed Mikja’s sword, charging with the blade leading the way. 
 
    Sagger was in his path. So was someone else. A brawny man cloaked in heavy furs, and holding a large axe. There was no sign of Lareja. Nandor’s eyes darted from the bodyguard, to Sagger. The headmaster was screaming, ordering his protector to attack.  
 
    Nandor didn’t give him a chance. He rushed to meet the man, and their weapons clashed, sword against axe, followed by a terrible metal sound ringing throughout the room. The large man danced sideways to avoid Nandor’s next swing, and then he lunged with his own.  
 
    Nandor breathed heavy as he avoided the blow. His opponent was a good fighter—not just a common hired blade, but a true warrior. A challenge. 
 
    They struggled for a period that felt like minutes, though it was only seconds. Vaguely he was aware of Sagger scampering up a ladder to the tower top, but he ignored it. He would deal with the cowardly headmaster later. 
 
    “Dorin!” he cried. “Give me a hand!”  
 
    Perhaps the bot was preoccupied with its own challenges, for he received no help. As they fought he was immensely aware of his handicap—the axe was both larger and weightier than his own sword, and the man swinging it swung with both power and speed. Blocking the heavy blows was difficult. Dodging was risky. 
 
    He growled as he realized he had no choice—it was kill or be killed. With a bark, he roared out his rage and swiped the man’s axe aside with his sword. The attack left a brief opening in his opponent’s defenses, and he whipped his blade back, slicing the man from chest to navel, cutting through both fur and skin. 
 
    “Ah!” the man cried. 
 
    In that moment, he might have offered the man a chance to retreat, but he couldn’t risk it. He had to take full advantage of his wound. He swung his blade back up to knock aside the axe again, and then he cleft his sword downwards, biting into the bodyguard’s shoulder, just below the neck. 
 
    The man crumbled in a pile before him, screaming in agony. He ended it swiftly, thrusting into the man’s heart, and pulling back the blade with a kick. 
 
    His eyes darted around the room wildly. He hadn’t noticed it, but there were two more men with swords. They were both occupied with Dorin, who kept one at bay by spraying steam into his eyes, and the other with his saw, rattling against his opponent’s blade. 
 
    The bot looked to have the situation under control. Nix was out of sight and safe. The ladder, he suddenly remembered, and rushed to climb it. He couldn’t allow Sagger a chance to escape. 
 
    He climbed swiftly, but awkwardly, one arm holding Mikja’s sword over his head in case of a surprise attack. The hatch at the top was closed, but it was no obstacle for him. He grunted and thrust his shoulder against it. The small latch up top rattled as it snapped in half and the hatch swung open. There was a rush of ice-cold air as the storm poured in, and he quickly climbed to his feet.  
 
    Snow whirled around him, and a rush of air hit so hard that it made standing difficult. The clouds were dark as they unleashed their fury.  
 
    From somewhere, there was an impossibly bright source of light. He shielded his eyes as he looked towards the center of the tower. There, a bonfire was burning, built high and shielded from the wind by a small stone wall. Nearby, he heard laughter. 
 
    Sagger stood beside it, his hand placed on a fire-conductor. The metal obelisk had pipes fueling it from the bonfire, and it irradiated an immense amount of energy. His other hand was stretched out towards Nandor, ready to burn him with flame. 
 
    “So you survived my little traps, did you?” Sagger’s eyes lit up red as both mystic and elemental energy compelled him.  
 
    Nandor became aware of a subtle probing reaching outwards into his mind. The fool’s actually trying to read my mind. Arrogant prick. You’re a dead man. He let his last two thoughts be heard, then he blocked his mind up tight.  
 
    “You have some power, Nandor, I’ll give you that,” Sagger panted. “I see why the Grandmaster wanted you on our side. But he was a fool for not identifying your weaknesses, and the trouble you bring with you.” 
 
    “You are the fool for standing against me, Sagger. The way you punish your students… ordering Dobry’s death… It didn’t have to be like this.” 
 
    “Oh, but it does,” his hand remained ready to cast fire as he spoke, “You see, the college is ready for a change—of that much the grandmaster is right. Headmistress Lareja should be seeing to it now that our leadership is… well, how to put it… improved. You see? We planned this ever since we heard of your appointment. The war changed nothing. You are not worthy to be a headmaster, and Forojen is too foolish to continue leading the college. You both have to die, and so you both will! Tonight!”  
 
    Flames suddenly erupted from Sagger’s hand, ripping through the falling snow and rushing towards Nandor.  
 
    But he was ready. He reached out to catch the flames as they arrived, and he channeled them back around from one hand to another, projecting them back towards Sagger.  
 
    The headmaster cried out in shock as the flames reflected back towards him. His eyes became frantic, and he fell to the ground. “H-how? Impossible!” He screamed, and then, the flames fell around him. 
 
    It was not a swift death. Fire rarely is. 
 
    There were terrible, blood-curdling shrieks as the fallen headmaster rolled across the tower, consumed in flame. Nandor approached him slowly, recalling how Dobry had been killed. He certainly didn’t deserve any mercy. But as he watched Sagger’s skin turn to wax, and his scream grow louder, he found he couldn’t stomach it any longer. 
 
    He tossed aside his sword, and picked up Sagger’s burning body through gloved hands.  
 
    Then, he flung him from the tower. 
 
    Sagger screamed as he fell.  
 
    One second, then two, then—snap—the final sound of his death as he collided with the ground far below. 
 
    For a while, Nandor leaned against the tower’s wall, gazing downwards. He could see nothing through the haze of constant snow, but he knew Sagger was dead. His task was finished. 
 
    His companions approached at his side. Nix was looking at where Sagger had fallen. Dorin was covered in red, its saw dripping blood that sizzled as it hit the cold ground. 
 
    “A fitting end,” Nix said at last. 
 
    “A fitting start,” Nandor revised. “I still have much work to do.” 
 
    “But Dobry is at last avenged.” 
 
    Technically, Gevor is still alive, he thought, but decided to not voice his words. If she found some measure of peace in Sagger’s death, then he would let her have it. “Yes, Dobry is avenged. However, Lareja is still alive, and Sagger told me that she plans to kill the grandmaster.” 
 
    “Forojen is being attacked?” 
 
    “Possibly,” Nandor nodded, finally turning from the wall to face her. “You think we should do something about it?” 
 
    Nix frowned, “I know you aren’t on the best of terms with him, but he’s the city’s greatest chance of ever gaining back a piece of what it’s lost. If we want to save Froj, then we need him.” 
 
    “Then I suppose we should go and save him, eh?” He patted her shoulder, and the three hurried back down the deathly tower. On the way, he made sure to retrieve his skis lying beside the bodies Dorin had carved to death. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25: Fools Hunting Gods 
 
      
 
    How do I do it? Ha! It’s easy. Everyone thinks that it’s so complicated, but really, like anything else, I find it to be rather simple.  
 
    Gather around woeful men! 
 
    Allow me to explain! 
 
    First, YOU tell ME: What is your ailment? 
 
    “You can’t catch your darling fancy?” 
 
    “Your vegetable sales are low?” 
 
    “You find it hard to relate to others?” 
 
    “Your relationship isn’t working as you expected?” 
 
    Ha! Such simple woes! I yearn for the time when I struggled over fair maidens and paltry copper coins! 
 
    But let me tell you the secret—for it is no secret at all. People are people all over the world, and it only takes one thing to get on their good side. Even as a singer or a performer, it is not your job to dance and to flaunt about the stage! As every good performer knows—the true job is to make the other person happy! No showboating, no lies, no deception, no false smiles—unless they want them. Mostly, it is far simpler than that.  
 
    “But what is the secret?” you cry, “tell me tell me please wise bard!” 
 
    Ha! I told you already! It is no secret! 
 
    I once met a man who said there is a root cause to everything—from the wind, to the stars, to the very nature of humanity itself. He claimed that if you learn the root, you could apply something called the Universal Principals of Life to the underlying root in order to manipulate it into a better state. 
 
    If he is right, then this is another root as well. Plain as day, soft as snow, and simple as sunshine. Just be interested in the other person, and that’s it. Everyone wants someone to earnestly care. Honest, playful, not obtrusive, but genuine interest. 
 
    That is all it takes. If you have interest in a person, your best self will shine through. But it must not be selfish, and it must not be overly eager—just plain old simple modest attraction. Works like a charm for me! Has ever since I scored my first lass. 
 
    Take my advice. Trust me. Without honest interest, every relationship is doomed from the start anyway. Be it rearing a child, or finding a suitable mate. 
 
    You want an example? Ha! 
 
     My very life is the example! Watch and learn, watch and learn! 
 
    —The Bard’s View of Life 
 
      
 
    Even through the snowy fog they could tell that something was wrong. In the distance, Grandmaster Forojen’s home was illuminated with dark colors—nothing like the kindly shining lights that normally hung in the air. 
 
    It was as if the house itself was being assaulted, and was angered of the attack. 
 
    “What in the hells do you think is going on?” Dorin wondered. 
 
    “It seems Lareja’s already arrived,” Nandor muttered, walking swiftly. He drew Mikja’s sword from his scabbard once again, realizing it would be a long night.  
 
    The bot was confused. “I thought Lareja was the headmistress of magical tinkering and enchantment—what sort of attack would she be capable of?” 
 
    He shrugged, “Not all attacks are magical attacks. Could be a simple knife in the dark.” 
 
    A flash of red suddenly burst throughout the home, illuminating the windows and bathing the outside snow. The three paused, looked to each other, and then, ran towards Forojen’s door. 
 
    “That didn’t look like any knife!” Dorin huffed, steam puffing from its vents as they sprinted. 
 
    “Be ready for anything,” Nandor advised, and shouldered the door open.  
 
    His sword led the way into Forojen’s enchanted home. It had changed immensely from when last they had seen it. Nothing much was out of place, but the lights were dimmed, flickering, and glowing from red to flame orange. There was a stillness in the air that stole their voices, and it was all that they could do not to shiver from the cold. 
 
    There was no incense burning, nor were the steam-warmers heating the house. 
 
    At first, it appeared empty.  
 
    But then, it became entirely evident that it was not. 
 
    A drip fell from the ceiling, landing just before Nandor’s boots. He slowly knelt down to examine the strange splash—it was red. A tug at his sleeve from Nix caused him to look over his shoulder. “What?” he hissed.  
 
    In response, she simply pointed up. 
 
    A body was impaled on the upwards crystal chandelier. It was a twisted and broken body of a man, with a dreadful scream written across its face. 
 
    “My god…” he muttered. 
 
    The further they walked, the more horrors they uncovered. Two more men were splayed across the stone dining table, their bodies mangled and broken as if they had tumbled down cliff after cliff. A third figure lay at their feet. It looked almost pristine next to the other bodies, save for an indention just below the shoulder—its heart had been ripped out. The figure held the rosy organ in its own hand, arteries still erratically pulsing red spurts. His eyes were rolled back as if he had experienced some great form of ecstasy upon its removal. 
 
    Even Dorin’s eyes flickered in shock. “I-I’m not sure it’s Forojen we have to save…” it murmured.  
 
    Nandor nodded his agreement. If the old grandmaster killed these men, he certainly doesn’t need our help… 
 
    From up above, they heard a sudden scream. It was a woman’s voice. 
 
    Nandor charged up the stairs to Forojen’s bedroom, and froze. 
 
    The grandmaster stood before them with Lareja at his feet, whimpering in pain, although there was no sign of a struggle. Forojen’s eyes flickered over to Nandor, then back to his victim. 
 
    “You really thought you could overthrow me?” the grandmaster growled—it was not the same kind of growl that Nandor gave, which warned of danger. It was a growl of death itself. 
 
    “P-p-please!” Lareja begged at his heels, almost sobbing. “Don’t kill me like you did my apprentices! Do it fast! Please! I beg you!” 
 
    “You. Sagger. You both conspired against me. First you tried to slay those under my protection,” he glanced briefly over at Nix, “Then you try to murder Nandor and I, yet you think I owe you anything? A swift death?” He shrugged, as if the consideration was no more than the decision between coffee or tea. “Fine!” he snarled, “May death take you and all your witless ways forever away into the realms of nothing!” 
 
    Forojen reached out his hand, and tapped Lareja on her forehead. At the soft touch, there was a brief flicker of red from his eyes that transferred into her own. Her expression became ravenous, and wild. She jumped to her feet, screamed, and then bashed her own head against the wall over and over until her body lay twitching at Forojen’s feet. 
 
    He stretched out his hand to touch her again, and whispered, “Die,” and all at once, her twitching stopped. 
 
    Suddenly, the room became brighter, and Forojen stood a notch taller, straightening his robes. “Well,” he sighed, looking over at Nandor. “That was a bit of nastiness, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “It was brilliant…” something mechanical whispered from Nandor’s side. 
 
    “I take it you were able to handle Sagger on your own?” The Grandmaster continued, stepping over Lareja’s body, casually strolling towards them as if they spoke about the weather. 
 
    At last, Nandor was able to find words. “Yes. Yes, Sagger and his flunkies set several traps for us in the mystic tower, but I was able to overcome them. He is dead.” 
 
    “Good!” Forojen smiled, and moved to embrace his shoulder in a brotherly hug. 
 
    Nandor smoothly side-stepped the grandmaster’s approach, keeping him at a distance. “Forgive me, Grandmaster, if I am a little wary of your touch after seeing what you did so easily to Ms. Lareja.” 
 
    Forojen’s eyes fell. Perhaps in shame? “Ah, no matter,” he circled around them, and walked to the staircase, waving for them to follow. “I take no pleasure in defending myself, Nandor,” he said as they descended to the lower floor. “However, I do extract a certain amount of justice in those who have intentionally wronged me.” He glanced backwards. “Make sense?” 
 
    Nandor recalled how he had killed Sagger. Burned him alive and then flung him from the tower. Was I any better? “I suppose,” he agreed, unsure. 
 
    “A lot has changed since our last little meeting,” Forojen said. “The college is in worse state than I thought. I knew Sagger disapproved of my actions, but I never thought he would actually try to rally an uprising against me. Suppose this world still has a few surprises in store even for a man as old as I.”  
 
    They approached the dining room, where the bodies were sprawled across the table. “How—what sort of magic did you use on your attackers?” Nandor asked both in awe and revulsion. It was if a tornado had twisted them apart. 
 
    “These men?” Forojen’s hands nonchalantly swept before the table, and he smiled. “The best elementalists can channel more than fire. I simply channeled some of the outside storm—then I gave them a little taste.” 
 
    He channeled the very storm? Nandor’s shock grew. “I thought that I was the only one at the college who could channel elements directly without a conductor. I thought that was why you hired me.” 
 
    Forojen swept his hands and a wayward window opened. A great gale of air rushed around them, and brushed the bodies off the table into a pile by the door. With another wave of his hand, the window closed again, as the outside storm continued to rage on. “I know one or two things that I keep to myself. I find it helpful to never reveal the full scale of my power to those who may one day become my enemies. When I heard that you have learned the same ability on your own, it impressed me, and I thought it might be high time my college learned a thing or two. But not from me—you will be the better teacher, of that I am still confident.” 
 
    “I have never harnessed the wind,” Nandor watched the grandmaster’s actions in trepidation. 
 
    “That’s not surprising,” Forojen shrugged, grunting as he eased into his large crystalline chair. “Air is one of the hardest elements to channel—took me many, many years to learn it. Many more to master it. You’re young yet. You’ve still got time.” 
 
    Nandor found a seat, but not too close. Nix shared his chair, and Dorin remained standing. “I take it the storm helps?” 
 
    Forojen nodded in approval. “You’re a fast learner. The worst time to attack a true elementalist is during a storm—it is when we are most powerful. But on a calm day, the air is as useless to harness as the flames of a flickering candle. It’s all about knowing one’s surroundings, and utilizing it to one’s advantage.” 
 
    “But what you did to Lareja…” he let his words fall into emptiness. His frank horror was apparent. 
 
    “That, was more within the realms of mystic powers,” The grandmaster winked at Nix. “With practice, planting mental seeds of insanity becomes a most effectual form of defense, as you saw.” He placed his hands firmly on the table, “But enough of all that. As terrible as Sagger’s treachery was, there are more pressing matters to attend to. I am glad you have all come. Just today I received a letter from Lady Mikja—she finally answered my queries, and agreed to a negotiation.” 
 
    Nandor’s brows shot up. “Really? What made her change her mind?” 
 
    The grandmaster met his eyes, “You. She heard wind of your unlikely survival, apparently, and is most fascinated.” 
 
    He frowned, “Fascinated enough to give back Froj its portion of the Green Forest? I find that unlikely.” 
 
    “Me as well,” Forojen agreed. “But it is the best chance at a negotiation I’ve been able to secure since the war. Her curiosity will get her to the table, but we’ll have to leverage something else to our advantage.” 
 
    “Any ideas?” 
 
    “I have a few,” he replied, “Nothing definite. The meeting is to be held tomorrow afternoon, and she specifically requests your presence. I’ll be working on a ploy to secure at least a portion of the forest for us all night.” He thumped the table, “But you understand what this means, don’t you? If we can even get just a small portion of the Green Forest, the college will, at least, be able to continue feeding its students without starving. Perhaps we can save some of Froj as well. This is an opportunity we can’t allow to slip away from us.” 
 
    “I agree,” Nandor said, looking around the room. The colors had adjusted to more gentle shades, and the wind Forojen had summoned did a fair job of stacking the bodies out of sight, but he still felt unnerved. “So tomorrow, we go to negotiate for our portion of the Green Forest. I will be the center attraction, and you will handle the talks. That about right?” 
 
    “I believe so.” 
 
     “In that case,” Nandor scooted his chair away, and Nix stood up with him, “I wish you well in your plotting, but I need some rest, for it has been a long day, and I find I function best after a good night’s sleep.” 
 
    Forojen laughed, “You are a simple man, Nandor, and I appreciate it. Meet me at the college gates early in the morning—for it is a long trip we have ahead of us.” 
 
    “I will. And I’ll being Nixie and Dorin with me, that is, if you wish to come?” He glanced at the girl, already guessing the bot’s response. 
 
    “This is what we set out to do, Nandor. It’s part of why I worked so hard to bring you back. To save the city. I will go,” she said. 
 
    “Thank you. I find I’m only half as useful without you by my side.” 
 
    “No worries! I’ll be with you too, sir!” the bot declared. 
 
    “You are always appreciated as well.” He aimed to give the bot a smile, but upon seeing its bloodstained gears he shivered instead. I don’t think I’m ever going to get that out of my mind. 
 
    Forojen saw them to the door, “Take your rest, and clean yourselves. Bring with you your swords and weapons as well, as a formality out of respect, if nothing else. If everything goes well, perhaps we can make Lady Mikja and Lord Grimbone see the error in their ways.” 
 
    “That is optimistic,” Nandor muttered. “Last time I negotiated with them and we came to an agreement, they had a sudden change of heart. I don’t want to give them the opportunity to betray me again.” 
 
    “I’ll be working on my plan,” the grandmaster assured him, and opened the door. The raging storm was dying down, but cold wind still blew harshly as they exited his home. “You might want to sleep with one eye open, just in case. I think that we’ve successfully fended off Sagger’s little rebellion, but you never know where one more rat might be hiding in the shadows. Be cautious.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll keep an eye on them, sir. One of the advantages of being a bot—I don’t need to close my eyes.” 
 
    “Excellent. I’ll see you at dawn,” he called as they left. 
 
    Nandor remained silent, sharing Nixie’s warmth as they made their way to her dorm. There was much on his mind. 
 
    Dobry was avenged, as well as the unnamed student who had been cast into the snow—but there were still those who had earned his rage, and tomorrow he would face them. He wondered if he could kill Lady Mikja if he got close enough, or if there would be too many guards. He wondered even further if that was the best course of action. Perhaps she did have a change of heart, but somehow he found that highly unlikely. 
 
    The grandmaster’s powerful magic also haunted his thoughts as they walked. It was unnerving what he could do with a flick of his hand—but more so, it meant that Forojen was a secretive man, as he suspected. Was he involved in Wagfrost’s death?  
 
    That amount of mystic power—to drive a man into suicide with a mere touch. And who knows what else he’s hiding? 
 
    At his side, Nix was as restless as he was. “You aren’t sure if we can trust him, are you?” she whispered. 
 
    He nodded downwards. “You saw how powerful he is. He made my magic look tame in comparison.” 
 
    “Just because he’s powerful, doesn’t mean he’s untrustworthy. Or wrong,” Dorin said. 
 
    “It’s not his power that scares me—it’s the way he used it that I find the most frightening,” Nandor muttered. “How many ways could he have killed Lareja? Yet he chose to make her painfully slam her head against the wall, killing herself. You saw how twisted and deformed those other bodies were—does that seem like the method of a good man to you?” 
 
    “I rather enjoyed it. He just has a good sense of justice. And usefulness. Like me.”  
 
    Nandor eyed the mechanical creature. Not for the first time, he found himself inwardly questioning his companion’s morals. “It was brutal.” 
 
    “So was what you did to Sagger,” The bot met his eye. “Violence is violence. When there are those who are unreasonable, they must be put to an end, or the cycle will never stop. Those with power, like us, are the most fit to handle the metaphorical scales, and tilt them to our advantage. It’s for the best, really.” 
 
    “You are hardly one to be preaching about justice, Dorin,” Nix said. 
 
    “Indeed?” It looked down on her, as if daring her to say more. “I believe I am the perfect one to speak of such things. You humans get too bogged down in petty beliefs such as good and evil. I take a more objectivist approach. What is ultimately for the best of the world, and what is ultimately for the worst? That is the only question that matters.” 
 
    Nandor struggled to wrap his head around Dorin’s philosophy, then gave up. “Regardless of what we think of him, we have to work with him, at least for the moment. As you said earlier,” he looked to Nix, “I may not like him, but Forojen is the best chance we have of setting things right in the city. In times like these, stranger alliances have been made before. Tomorrow, we will meet with Mikja and Grimbone once again, and we will do what we must. Agreed?” 
 
    Nix and Dorin nodded.  
 
    “Good. Now where is your dorm? It feels like I haven’t slept in years.” 
 
    “We’re getting closer,” Nix assured him. “Just a little further down the streets…” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 26: New Tidings 
 
      
 
    In my experience, people do not want to listen to someone who preaches the truth. People want to listen to someone who tickles their ear. They want to listen to a soft speaker, who says pretty words of worthless lies. They want to masturbate to their own suffering. They don’t want to move forward. They don’t want to listen to the man who says embrace your life, take responsibility, and work for what you want. They would rather play therapist. They would rather have a sympathetic ear. They would rather revel in misery than strive for more. They would rather listen to evil words handsomely said than true words from a grizzled face. It is frustrating. It is as if packaging matters more than principle, or symptom matters more than root cause. If only I was a better communicator, perhaps I could get this point across, and more would heed my words… 
 
    —The Journal of Nandor, Pre-Clockwork War 
 
      
 
    As it often does, the morning came far too quickly. Nandor found himself waking just before the sun. He was lying next to Nix, who was snoring rather unladylike. 
 
    He pushed her awake. “Sorry, we don’t have much time,” he told her. 
 
    Dorin was already running the water-crank. “You’re not going to bathe, sir?” 
 
    “I’ll just do the fast version,” he replied, climbing to his feet and splashing his face. “It’s not as if I’m known for being a cleanly man. I have no reputation to uphold.” 
 
    “Your clothes have been washed and dried,” the bot pointed to the small steamer. “Took me a while to get all the blood out.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Nandor replied, climbing into his wolf-fur pants and coat. He turned back to the nest. “Nix? You up?” 
 
    She grunted in reply, fumbling out of the nesting.  
 
    “Make your bath fast, and dress warm.” He turned to the bot, “Dorin? A word outside if you will?” 
 
    The bot nodded, and they both stepped outside of the crowded dorm. “Are you ever going to get a place of your own, sir? Or have you decided on living with the girl?” it asked as they leaned against the outside wall. So unexpected was the bot’s sudden question, that Nandor found himself at a loss for words. It saw his puzzlement, and continued, “You are a headmaster—shouldn’t you have a home of your own at the college? Sharing a tiny dorm with a student,” it waved to the door, and chuckled. “It’s a little beneath you, isn’t it sir? Don’t get me wrong—I’m sure you find her attractive, and I understand that. Back in my human days I imagine I would have had a similar lust, but the thing is, you don’t even appear to be pursuing her. It’s obvious you like her, and if I had to bet she likes you back, but yet you keep your distance, as if you’re afraid of what you might feel. You have to understand—it’s a very confusing relationship for me to witness. Am I wrong in my analysis, sir? Or do you have motives of your own?” 
 
    Nandor found his gaze going to the sky. It had cleared from the storm—a good day for travel. At his side, the bot was still waiting expectantly on his response. He sighed. He had intended on discussing something altogether different, but it would have to wait. Dorin’s thoughts were scarily human, and he did not know how to respond. Did he like Nix? Certainly as a friend. A pretty friend. With flowing white hair and lovely eyes and an impeccable sense of cute style. She was loyal and talented and strangely unrepelled by his odd lifestyle—but did that automatically make for a recipe of attraction? 
 
    He had never imagined himself as a man to get tangled up in love. His work was too volatile. Who would want to be with a homeless nomad?  
 
    Of course, that was no longer who he was, either. He was a headmaster of the Crystal College—specializing in elemental conduction. Perhaps his new life did allow for love? 
 
    His brows furrowed deeper in confusion. He had no experience with true love—would he even recognize it if it hit him square in the jaw? Was that why he never acted on his feelings? Was he uncertain of them, or scared of them? What kind of life could he provide for a romantic partner? A warm, safe home? Children?  
 
    Did he want those things? 
 
    He had no answer. Neither for himself, nor the bot.  
 
    At last, he managed a strange sort of mumble in response, followed by a few reluctant words. “I certainly like Nix, as any man who spent time in her company might. But I am unsure of if it would be wise to act on my feelings. Relationships can get complicated, Dorin. I’ve seen enough to know that. I am not sure if I should tangle her up in my troubles…” 
 
    It snorted, “Bah! She’s already made her choice. Why do you think she sticks by your side? Why do you think she so casually opens her bed to you? Do you think these things happen by accident? Do you truly think that she is just being practical? That she stays with you only to help the city, and shares her nest only for the added warmth? There is more to it than that, Nandor, and you are dense if you think otherwise.” 
 
    “It’s not just that,” Nandor shook his head. “I am not totally naive to her feelings. But she is a good girl. Young, pretty, talented—in time, when she decides that she wants children and a safe home and all those things that go with it, she will see that her current fancy is nothing more than a passing phase, and so it would be wrong of me to take advantage of her folly.” 
 
    After a moment, Dorin loudly chuckled. “Your still too noble, Nandor. And you think one step too far ahead. I believe most humans would say: ‘At times, you just need to live in the moment. Act on your feelings. Have no regrets,’ or something like that.” It rolled its flaming eyes, “Of course, that advice sounds like a load of mammoth-piss to me, but who knows? Perhaps you should take it.” It gave him a playful nudge with a metal elbow. “Might do you some good. A girl like her might never come again. Even if the relationship doesn’t last, it could be good for the both of you.” 
 
    He raised a brow. “Since when did you suddenly start appreciating Nix? I thought you said she was thick?” 
 
    “Oh, phish-posh,” it waved a hand, dispelling its former words. “She and I have our little disagreements, but she’s still a good woman, with a strong will. A healthy specimen, one might say. You could do far worse for a mate.” 
 
    “That’s…” he grunted uncomfortably, “an odd way of putting it.” 
 
    Just then, the dorm room door burst open, revealing the topic of their discussion. She smelled of washed cotton and citrus pine, and her pale cheeks turned rosy from the cold. Nandor felt heat flush to his own, and hid his gaze. 
 
    “Something wrong?” she asked. 
 
    “No—nothing.” Nandor stammered, “Let’s go to the gates. We don’t need to keep the grandmaster waiting.” 
 
    They gathered their skis and belongings, and walked swiftly to the edge of the college. “What do you expect to happen from the meeting?” Nix wondered. 
 
    Nandor shrugged, “A wise man once said, ‘the most likely thing to happen, is the same thing that’s always happened before.’” 
 
    She mauled on his statement for a moment, then asked, “And what’s always happened before?” 
 
    “Those in power seek to stay in power, and those without it continue to suffer. Unless Lady Mikja has developed a sudden pressing desire to do good, I expect her to try to keep holding on to every portion of the Green Forest she owns. Her city will grow, Froj will continue to wither, and likely, the only reason she is even allowing the negotiation to commence is because she thinks there is some way it might benefit her.” 
 
    “That’s awfully skeptical,” Nix muttered. 
 
    “It’s realistic,” the bot chirped in approval. “Hopefully Forojen has thought of a way to leverage the negotiation to our advantage.” 
 
    “That is what I hope as well,” he nodded, and they continued their journey. 
 
    The college gates were not far. Nixie’s dorm was in the lower housing with the other poor students, and it stood nearby the walls just north of the main gate. They saw a few students as they walked, but not many. The mystic tower in the distance had a hoard of people around it. Perhaps it was some sort of ceremony for Sagger’s death.  
 
    The bot noted it as well. “I’m surprised there are people who morn Sagger’s passing.” 
 
    “He was never well-loved,” Nix explained, “but there were those who swore by his teachings. He had several apprentices too—Gevor was not the only one. Plus, the teachers who worked under him have to put on a show of caring, at the very least.” She grinned, “Actually, what I’m most surprised of is that they are able to recognize his charred corpse.” 
 
    She sounded proud of their accomplishment, but the memory caused Nandor to shudder. He took no pride in Sagger’s death—he had only done what had to be done, or so he told himself. 
 
    Near the gates, there was another small crowd of people. Grandmaster Forojen was in the middle, speaking softly to those nearest. Nandor used his size to make a path through the onlookers, brushing aside students and teachers indiscriminately. “Make way, make way. Headmaster of elemental studies coming through,” he grunted. 
 
    Several people gasped as he came forward, and he found more eyes growing on him than anyone else. Has word already spread so fast? Do they know who I am? What I’ve done? 
 
    Forojen met him with a nod, “Nandor. I am glad you made it. Are you ready to travel?” 
 
    “Ready, Grandmaster,” he replied. 
 
    “Good, I was just explaining to the students and teachers of Sagger and Lareja’s unfortunate betrayal. I told how you helped me to set things right again, and now we go to negotiate for a portion of the Green Forest.”  
 
    “Who is coming with us?” 
 
    “Just a small entourage of staff and guards,” he waved over a group of about a dozen men and women. Some looked to be high ranking teachers in fancy robes, others appeared to be mercenaries, more traditionally trained with swords and shields. Not an overly impressive bunch, but enough to dissuade any bandits or looters from attacking. 
 
    Nandor stuck out his chest, content with his companions. “I am glad. I did not wish for this to be a large ordeal filled with high-born daughters and pompous politicians.” He looked from Nix, to Dorin, to the grandmaster. “Perhaps we will actually make some progress in our negotiation with Mikja.” 
 
    A glitter of amusement flickered from the grandmaster’s eyes. “I am afraid we will have two more joining our company, outside of the gates. It might be wise to temper your expectations, somewhat.” 
 
    “Eh?” Nandor grunted uneasily. 
 
    Just then, the gates begun to clank open. There was excitable buzzing from nearby people. A horn sounded—a royal horn, but that doesn’t make any sense. Lord Viken is dead, and he has no appointed heir. 
 
    A voice loudly boomed as the gate arose. “All hail! The new Lord and Lady of Froj!” 
 
    Nandor’s heart fell into his gut, and it felt as if time stood still. A new lord? So soon? He didn’t know why, but he had a very bad feeling about who it was. As the gate opened, a pair of shiny boots, glossy and high-heeled appeared. There was something familiar about them. The further the gate opened, the more he saw, and the worse he felt. Slick black pants, a soft-fur cloak framing a long, elegant man. 
 
    He didn’t need to see any more. He turned aside his gaze and muttered darkly under his breath, “Son of a bitch…”  
 
    “Presenting to the Crystal College,” the announcer continued, “Lord Benjfrost and Lady Fia of Froj! May they together guide us into better times!” 
 
    The royal horn sounded one last time, and the gate slid out of sight. There they stood—the new lord and lady, surrounded by two dozen royal guards. Benjfrost was smiling gleefully, waving to the onlookers with pride. His newly wedded bride was equally cheerful, grinning from ear to ear. She was a pretty woman, long and slender. The daughter of Viken, she had his strong face, but it was far more refined and feminine. Her blonde hair and green eyes were contrasted perfectly by a rich outfit, and the couple hugged each other as they stood—as any who witnessed might say, they were the perfect match. 
 
    Lordly and regal, Benjfrost took a step forward, pulling his lady along with him. He stretched out his hand, “Grandmaster Forojen, it is good to see you doing well.” 
 
    “Indeed,” the grandmaster replied, shaking his hand in turn. “I am glad that one of my own from the college has arisen to such remarkable heights. You may call me sentimental, but it warms this old man’s heart to see you so decorated by all.” 
 
    Lord Benjfrost was practically salivating with pleasure. He took more than satisfaction in his new position—he had a sort of gluttonous boastfulness that only a man fulfilling his deepest dreams could have. Such was his haughtiness that when he gazed at his old rival, he hardly even flinched. “Nandor?” he smiled, snakelike. “So the rumor is true. You still live. I am overjoyed.” Smoothly, he held out his hand. 
 
    Nandor left it hanging in the empty air before him. He turned up his eyes to lock Ben in his gaze. “Piss on your joy,” he spat, and took a step aside. Several onlookers gasped, and Lord Benjfrost’s eyes widened, as if his wonderful dream had suddenly shattered into a thousand icy pieces. 
 
    “Who is responsible for electing this fool as the Lord of Froj?” he demanded, turning from Ben to face the observers. “Have you all no dignity? No memory?” He waved over at Ben, “This overdressed dandy is the man who hid during the war. This is the man who proposed that the poor children of your city should fight while he hides behind the bleachers. This is the man who kneeled before me when we dueled—he’s not even capable of channeling flame properly, and yet you think him fit to rule? What fools are you?” he roared, his powerful speech echoing down the mountain city. 
 
    A strong hand quickly grasped his shoulder. “Nandor!” It was the grandmaster’s voice, whispering swiftly. “Now is not the time for more divisiveness. We have a job to do. Get your act together.” 
 
    He frowned, and considered dismissing Forojen’s words, but for some reason he found them oddly compelling. His heavy breathing slowed, and his blood eased as it flowed back down from his bulging muscles. He looked from the wide-eyed bystanders to the target of his insults. All hints of a smile had vanished from Lord Benjfrost’s face, and he opened his mouth as if he were about to shout to scream for the guards to bind him in chains, but the grandmaster moved quickly, holding up his hands for all to see, “Forgive Nandor’s outburst, my lord. Please,” he asked through a humble nod, but there was also the underlying hint of a threat in his tone. “For a century the Crystal College and the city of Froj have gotten along peacefully, building each other up rather than tearing each other down. Nandor is a brash man, but he is also a headmaster at my college, and his presence was requested by Lady Mikja herself. We need him for the negotiation, and I’ll not have any fighting amongst ourselves as we travel. That includes insults and threats,” he turned from Nandor to Ben. “Agreed?” 
 
    Benjfrost snarled downwards. He spoke to Forojen, but his words were aimed at Nandor. “Agreed, Grandmaster. But when the negotiations are done, your insolent headmaster will have to learn some respect. For too long has our city been tolerant of his filth. While I’m lord, I’ll not stand to endure any rants or foolish words coming from a man who was once a homeless beggar. Our city must grow strong if it is to endure these trying times, and I will have no place for the lowly doomsayers.” 
 
    “I am quite sure he will learn his place, my lord. Now please, may we put this unpleasantness behind us? We have important business to attend, and Lady Mikja and Lord Grimbone are not known for their patience.”  
 
    Begrudgingly, Ben, his lady and their guards gathered up their supplies, and led the way down through the city. Forojen pulled Nandor aside for a moment, letting the rest go on ahead—even waving aside his own guards. “I understand your frustration, Nandor, but we can’t fight this battle right now. Like it or not, Benjfrost is the Lord of Froj now, and you can’t be naysaying him anymore. Consider yourself lucky that things did not progress any worse than they could have.”  
 
    Nandor ignored the grandmaster’s grave words, a suspicion growing steadily in his mind. “You used mystic energy to calm me, didn’t you? That was why you touched my shoulder!” 
 
    “Quiet!” the grandmaster hissed, “Do you want the whole city to know?” He sighed, and met Nandor’s eyes. “Yes. Of course I used a little magic to calm you. What choice did I have? You were about to start a fight during the worst time possible. I wasn’t going to allow everything I’ve worked towards to end because of your brash pride and childish rivalry. You’ll simply have to set such petty things aside, for the moment.” 
 
    “But he’s a terrible man! Worse even than Lord Viken—and far more arrogant and foolish! It’s as if the city is determined to damn itself deeper into hell despite everything I’ve done to try to redeem it! How can I not speak out against such idiocy?” 
 
    “You’ll just have to trust me on this, Nandor,” Forojen rasped, a bit of his age showing through his normally robust façade. “Everything will be okay. I have it all under control. I planned this entire meeting out as best as I could—just leave everything to me, and stay calm. You’ll know when the time for action comes, and it isn’t just yet.” He began to walk quickly, going to catch up with the others. One last time, he whispered over his shoulder. “Trust me,” he winked, “I have a plan to set all of this right.” 
 
    Nandor grumbled uneasily as he marched back to the convoy. During the commotion, Nix and Dorin had stayed silent at his side, but now they were chatting amongst themselves.  
 
    “I thought that all went rather well, considering,” the bot said. 
 
    Nix nodded her agreement, “When I first saw Ben, I was sure that Nandor would try to strangle him then and there.” 
 
    “That is what I should have done,” he growled. 
 
    “No, the grandmaster is right,” Dorin chided, “Whatever grudge you have will have to wait. He is the lord of Froj now. Until there is a good moment to strike, the wise man would keep his tongue silent and his sword arm ready.” 
 
    He turned to the streets as they walked, his eyes rolling upwards, “Since when did you become the wise one?” 
 
    “I’ve always been the wise one, dear Nandor!” the bot proclaimed. “I’m the brains, you’re the brawn, and little Nixie is our mystic. A fair team, if I do say so myself.” 
 
    Nandor shot the creature a grumbled look, “You’re the brains?” 
 
    “Naturally, sir! Don’t take any offence by it—comes with the age. Remember, I’m technically older than the both of you combined. Sure, it took me a little while to sort out my bad experiences from my good ones, my life of slavery from my newly found freedom, but now that I have all the pieces in a row, I find I have a lot to put right, if you take my meaning.” 
 
    He shook his head, “I’m not sure I do.” 
 
    “Me neither,” Nix added. “And you aren’t the brains. If anything, you’re the engineer.” 
 
    The bot frowned as it considered her proposal. Then it smiled and tipped its hat in her direction, “Very well. The engineer. I suppose that does sort of suit me. I am the one who orchestrates and plans behind the scenes, setting all the right gears in motion to make what I desire come to life—yes,” its smile grew, “Very well. I am the engineer and mastermind, Nandor is the brawn and decisive action coordinator, and you, Nix—you’re still the mystic. Fair?” 
 
    “Well…” she deliberated, playfully biting her lip, “I think I may have a little more to offer this party than just my talents as a mystic. Wouldn’t you say so, Nandor?” She nudged him for input. 
 
    He gave an indifferent grunt. “This conversation is pointless. Also—if we are being serious, you’ve left out my elemental abilities—so get that right first.” 
 
    “Heavens! So picky you two are! Fine!” Dorin thrust its arms upwards in defeat, “Might as well go all in! I’m the engineer/mastermind, Nandor is the elementalist, brawn, and decisive action coordinator, and Nix, you’re the mystic and naive little college girl that always gets in my way!” 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “That was a little harsh, Dorin,” Nandor grinned. 
 
    “Bah! What would you rather I say?” It demanded of them both through an impish leer, “Nix is the mystic, seducer, and full-bodied harlot?” 
 
    “Now that’s just cruel!” She stamped her feet, and looked to Nandor. 
 
    “Indeed,” he agreed, nodding gravely with her. “I’ve never known her to be a lady of the night.” A hint of his grin came back to life and he turned towards Dorin, “A thief, on the other hand…” 
 
    “Stop! The both of you! You’re being absurd! Clearly I’m the mystic and the voice of reason!” 
 
    Stubbornly, Dorin shook its head, “But when you were seductively posing with Nandor to get Gevor to attack—wasn’t that more of a harlot action? If I recall correctly, you were the one who proposed it, and it seemed to come quite naturally to you. Perhaps it wasn’t your first time to try to rile up two red-blooded men into a fight?” 
 
    “That was only to get revenge!” she boldly declared, “And I certainly wouldn’t have done it with anyone other than Nandor! I’m not a harlot!” 
 
    “Wait.” Nandor paused in the street, a few paces behind the main convoy. He faced Nix. “Do you mean that?” 
 
    Gingerly, she looked up, “Do I mean what?” 
 
    “That you wouldn’t have posed with anyone other than me?” 
 
    Her face turned red, as if she had suddenly realized what she had said. Reflexively, she brushed back a wayward strand of hair. “I—I—” her eyes darted around, trying to find words that were just beyond reach. 
 
    Nandor did not wait for her to answer. He smiled softly, and reached out to grab her small hand. “I know you’re no harlot, Nix. I also know you’re no thief, not anymore.” Holding her hand firmly, he pulled her closer. Their bodies were nearly pressed together, and Nandor became immensely aware of her sounds, from her soft breathing, to her rushing heart. He gazed into her purple eyes, and whispered deadpan, “Therefore, you are Nixie, the mystic extraordinaire, voice of reason, and beautiful woman who brought me back from the verge of death.” 
 
    They stared at each other, uncertain yet complete. In that moment, he was sure that what he felt was more than anything he had ever felt for anyone before. It was strange and wonderful—nearly indescribable. 
 
    But as fast as the moment had come, it was waved away by Dorin snorting out a huff of steam, “I’m afraid that’s far too long of a title.” It folded its arms up and pouted, “Besides—I’m the one who did most of the work to heal you.” 
 
    Nandor rolled his eyes, reluctantly turning from Nix, he swatted the bot on the head, “I was just trying to be nice, Dorin. I know you helped heal me too. I wouldn’t forget it.” 
 
    “Ah. Indeed. I see sir.” It squeaked as it straightened the protective plates on its chest. “Forgive me for interrupting.” 
 
    With the spell broken, they continued to catch up with the royal convoy. As they traveled the streets, Nandor noticed a group of men yelling outside a downtrodden eating establishment. There was a poor family standing nearby. They looked desperate. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Nix wondered. 
 
    “I don’t know, but I intend to stop it from progressing to blows.” Nandor walked swiftly between the two groups.  
 
    At one side, there were three men, two holding bouncer clubs, and the third with a stained chef hat on, lopsided. At his other side, one man, his son, and their family behind them—a wife and daughter, by the looks of them.  
 
    “What’s all this about?” Nandor demanded, his powerful voice silencing both sides. 
 
    The man with the chef hat spoke first, “This man refuses to pay for his breakfast! He comes to my establishment, eats and then refuses to pay! Now he expects for me to let him leave! I’ll be damned if my restaurant becomes known for tolerating thieves! Especially during these times!” 
 
    He looked to the man dressed in dirty factory clothes. “Is this true?” 
 
    He shook his head, and his family did the same. “I paid him already—and twice what I can afford! He’s overcharging! Demanding that I pay even more! I have kids to feed—a wife!” He pointed behind, “The Larnorjs Cog’s Factory I work at stopped offering discounted meals after the war—his was the only other place nearby for me to have breakfast at with my family before work. If I had known he was a fleecing swindler I’d have taken my business somewhere else!” 
 
    “I’m not a swindler!” the chef barked back. “You’re the lowlife unable to properly feed your family! You should have known that prices were high! Half the farms have stopped supplying my restaurant! Every restaurant still open is the same! I offer food as cheap as I can given the circumstances!” 
 
    Again, Nandor held up his hands. “Wait—I see what’s going on,” He turned to the family man, “Where you informed of how high the prices would be before you ordered?” 
 
    “No. Of course I expected them to be higher than normal, but I had no idea he would try to steal every coin I’ve worked for just for four loaves of old bread, butter, and a small bowl of mammoth stew for my wife. It’s outrageous. I just wanted one more breakfast with my family before the factory opened back up, and I’m forced to work overtime again to make up for all the others who have fled.” 
 
    Nandor sighed, and opened up his coin purse. He walked to the head chef, and paid the remainder of what was owed. “Make sure your customers know the new prices before they order,” he growled, then he turned to the family who was thanking him. He silenced their words with a firm look. “And you lot—best stop eating out. It’s only going to get worse before it gets better. It would be wise to save up your money and only buy what you can from the market.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the factory worker replied. “But the market has too many shortages to get reliable meals. I’ll do what I must to feed my family.” 
 
    “I can’t blame you for that.” Nandor exhaled, and tossed him a coin. “Try to take care.” 
 
    “We will,” the family man said. “And thank you again!” 
 
    Nandor, Nix, and Dorin had to hurry to catch back up with their group.  
 
    “It was a nice thing you did,” Nix said. 
 
    He managed a small smile, “Well, I did fail to stop the Clockwork War. Stopping the chef and his bouncers from beating a factory worker and his family might be my only actual accomplishment.” 
 
    “Remember, we are going to negotiate for what is owed, sir. Perhaps all your efforts weren’t for naught. The city might not be doomed.” 
 
    “With Benjfrost as the new lord?” He released a dark laugh. “No, Froj is damned. Even if we get the entire third of the Green Forest that was initially promised, this city will still find some way to screw it up.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 27: A Gathering of Green  
 
      
 
    The Crystal College has been affiliated with the city of Froj for a hundred years, although they are both clear and separate entities. The Lord of Froj has no say over the college, just as the grandmaster of the college has no say over the city. Although traditionally they cooperate with each other in order to secure better students, status, riches, and safety—the college has been known to defy the will of Froj’s Lords on one or two notable occasions. It has been speculated that the Lords of Froj would not want to risk losing the college to a rival city, and so they intentionally give the grandmaster a large amount of breathing room and freedoms that others might not enjoy. 
 
    Currently, the idea of the college seceding from the city of Froj is considered to be ludicrous. The Crystal College is presently one of the city’s best participants and proudest patriots—the high-ranking members of the college are both loved and revered by the city and its leaders.  
 
    But the reason lords traditionally fear losing the college, and thus grant them special privileges is twofold, although I doubt if many can recall them at this time. One: Although now most think them inseparable, the Crystal College did not always reside inside the walls of Froj, and there are many organizations that would be glad to have the artifacts and prestige of the college working in their favor—the large city of Winfrost in particular has been rumored to try to bribe the college grandmasters on more than one occasion. Two: It is no longer common knowledge to those of our time, and indeed, it may not be true, yet it has been speculated that the Crystal College was not built like our cities and mines and factories. Rumor has it, when it arose within the city a hundred years ago, it was not constructed—it was grown from the very rocks upon untamed ground.  
 
    —Common Knowledge Volume II 
 
      
 
    For most of the journey, Nandor, Nix, and Dorin kept their distance from the main group. For his part, Nandor did not wish to see Benjfrost, and he realized that Forojen was right—there was no point in prematurely starting a fight.  
 
    So they lingered in the back of the group, skiing slowly behind even the guards and royal patrons. By the time they had left the city, it had become apparent from the mumblings and whispers of the convoy that the meeting was to be held within the Green Forest itself. A strange choice, but fitting. 
 
    The Green Forest was in the Paradise Valley—almost an equal distance between all three cities, Froj, Winfrost, and Norda. It was about a half a day journey to get there, and the sun was approaching high in the sky before as they arrived. 
 
    The fertile land had changed much from when last Nandor had seen it. There was now a temporary wooden wall structured around it, made of full-pine timbers and slushed-up ice. They dismounted from their skis to walk inside the main gates, and were instantly basked in a field of warmth. The valley was over a hundred miles from wall to wall. Green grass sprouted up everywhere, and waves of hot air emanated from below the ground, milting any snow that touched the green ground. A few mere weeks ago, it was an unspoiled field of green grass and budding flowers—but no longer. It had been sectioned off into different fields for growing different crops, ranging from underground onions to tall towering vines of berries. The crops were not yielding yet, but they were getting close—a testament to the immense power of the green land to grow food both swift and lusciously. 
 
    The guards sounded a horn as their convoy entered the valley, and a new group of men gathered around to lead them to where the meeting was going to be held. Nandor didn’t pay much mind to the particulars—his eyes were fixed on the smiles of the farmers and the children playfully working in the impossibly warm fields. It was perfect. It was how life was meant to be—growing food without worry, tending to the field while knowing it would yield a bountiful harvest—so different from the ice-fields around the mountains. So much happiness irradiated from the workers, both content and proud to be stationed within the valley. 
 
    If only their joy was shared by all. 
 
    The Green Forest in the valley was certainly not enough land to feed everyone in all three cities, but if split evenly it would be enough to at least stave off much of the hunger. The ice fields would certainly still have to keep growing food, but between the combined efforts of livestock, digging up ancient plant matter buried beneath the ice, the Green Forest and the ice fields few would starve.  
 
    But it was not to be so. Lady Mikja and Lord Grimbone had to get greedy. Demand that their cities grow while Froj suffers. 
 
    Nandor gritted his teeth as he dwelled on their misfortune. Why can so few people see the big picture? In the long-term, if all three cities could thrive, they would all benefit and share their success in growth and expansion. More trade, more time to focus on other developments rather than constantly worrying about food—it could only be a good thing to help those in need. But clamming-up… this superiority and every-man-for-himself mentality that everyone has—it will only create more disparity. No one will be better for Froj’s suffering. Sure, the rich might get richer temporarily, and even the poor in Winfrost and Norda will be wealthier, but again, only temporarily. In the long run all cities will suffer for the losses of Froj. 
 
    After an uncomfortably long walk, they came to a newly-constructed pavilion, overseeing the valued farmland. It was a royal affair. There were the colors of Norda, white and grey, and the shimmering gold-bronze and crisp mountain blue of Winfrost.  
 
    Lady Mikja rose first to greet them. She was dressed in Winfrost’s colors, but her garb was different from those worn out in the cold—the warmth of the green land allowed for lighter, more graceful fabric, and she walked effortlessly into the center of their convoy, surrounded only by her most trusted guards.  
 
    She eyed Lord Benjfrost and his lady, and smiled. “So you’re the new lord of Froj?” she spoke, her words graceful fluttering by each of their ears. 
 
    “I am, Lady Mikja. Lord Benjfrost, come to negotiate back what is owed.” 
 
    He held out his hand, and she clasped it with a gentle touch. She was a tall, commanding woman, and her eyes judged Ben. Her next words were softer, but no more unclear. “I did not invite you, Lord Benjfrost.” 
 
    Ben pulled back his hand as if he had been struck. “It is my right to be here, Lady Mikja. I am the lord and I speak for my people.” 
 
    “You are but a lord of bandits, Benjfrost,” Mikja spoke coolly, her voice a winter chill in the warm valley. “A man appointed by desperate people hoping in vain for a savior speaking brash and foolish words. Such a man is no ruler, but an opportunist. I will not speak to you, for you do not speak for your subjects.” 
 
    “I-I’ll not stand for this!” Benjfrost’s face grew red. At his back, his wife held his arm, keeping him at bay. 
 
    “Leave,” Mikja said, and her face turned to stone. There was no mistaking her order. At her side, her guards grew tighter, waiting for him to try to deny her command. 
 
    Benjfrost looked from her, to the grandmaster, “Tell her I’m the new Lord!” he demanded. “I have to be a part of the negotiations!” 
 
    Forojen mirrored Lady Mikja’s cold demeanor. “If you are not recognized by the lady of Winfrost, it might be best you leave. I can handle the negotiation from here.” 
 
    Ben’s muscles bulged beneath his fine fur, and he looked ready to strike someone in anger. His deep blue eyes were wild and frantic—his dreams were being shattered.  
 
    “My lord,” his wife whispered, “please.” 
 
    He did not look back at her. He took a deep breath, smoothed back his hair, and faced Lady Mikja one last time before turning to leave. “You can deny me all you want, old hag, but I had to work for what I got. I was not wedded to a man who died and left me his kingdom like you were—a foul shriveled widow pretending at playing queen. My men respect me, and in time, you will learn to as well. Of that I promise.” He spun on his high-heeled boots, and walked a few paces away, his guards at all sides. 
 
    Mikja simply held her gaze. Perhaps a flicker of amusement danced upon her lips, but it soon disappeared. When Benjfrost was at last out of sight, she turned to the Grandmaster, “Well, he’s a bit of a fireball, isn’t he?” 
 
    “That he is, my lady,” Forojen agreed. “But he isn’t wrong. The people of Froj do love him.” 
 
    “Desperate people will love anyone with big promises. That he was elected speaks more to the state of Froj than his prowess,” she said, then glanced through the small convoy. “Forgive me, my eyes are not what the once were—is Nandor among you?” 
 
    At a gesture from Forojen, Nandor approached, and offered a half-bow. “Lady Mikja. I am here,” he said, and stood tall to present himself. 
 
    A splash of color warmed her cheeks, and she smiled again, “Nandor! My! It isn’t my eyes—you’ve changed. Your beard is cut, you look somehow even livelier—good god of warmth! It’s as if your injury has left you stronger than before!” She offered her hand. 
 
    Nandor did not kiss it, but gave it a light shake. “I was lucky enough to have some caring companions piece me back together,” he nodded humbly.  
 
    Mikja eyed Nixie with a knowing look, “Indeed. I admit, I thought your woman a fool to stay by your side during the war, and even more the fool for thinking you would live. Although I don’t understand it, I am glad to be proven wrong.” 
 
    “She is my companion, not my woman. And yes, I am in her debt, but I have not come to discuss my survival. You owe what was promised.”  
 
    “Ha! Delightful!” Mikja clapped her hands together, and begun to walk up to the wooden pavilion, “Come, follow me. Lord Grimbone is here as well, but he doesn’t do much walking these days. He took a bit of a stumble during the war, and he hasn’t been the same since. He still speaks, but not often. Just try not to upset him, and I think everything should be okay.” 
 
    As they walked up the wooden structure Nandor felt oddly at ease with his surroundings. He had expected something more formal, but aside from the royal banners and plate-clad guards, the chairs were all laid back in a relaxing fashion, there were no thrones or unnecessary decorations, only the pavilion, some light lichen smoke, and plenty of places to sit.  
 
    Like Lady Mikja had said, Lord Grimbone was waiting in a chair of his own. His chair was a little more decorated than the rest, and his right leg was stuck outwards wrapped in a heavy layer of bandaging, and his body did not acknowledge them when they approached. His eyes were rolled back as if under a heavy dose of dope to dull his pain. At his side, Grimbone’s adviser gave a nod to Lady Mikja. 
 
    “Galager, Lord Grimbone’s son and personal advisor will speak for Grimbone for now,” she introduced him, and then took a seat at his side. 
 
    Forojen sat opposite of her, but looked to Galager, “How long has Lord Grimbone been like this?” 
 
    “Not long. The city of Norda is confident that his recovery will be swift,” Galager said stiffly. 
 
    Forojen held up a hand, “I meant no offence. I am only saddened to see him in such a state. I recall a time when he was a man to cleave trolls in two with his mighty axe and throw spears into herds of wayward mammoths with a loud cheery laugh. He has long earned my admiration and respect, and whether he is wounded or not, he shall have it from me now as he always has.” 
 
    Nandor was surprised to hear such words come from the grandmaster. “You know him?” 
 
    “Yes,” he replied, “a good man. A great warrior. Back in his day, he was one of the few bold enough to put his sword were his mouth was.” 
 
    “He still is that man, only wizened and greyed,” Galager said. 
 
    “Indeed. And you have his look about your face, Galager. I look forward to our negotiation.” 
 
    “Refreshments, anyone?” A cart was rolled into the open air pavilion. It was filled with such fine foods and drinks that Nandor was almost disgusted at the sheer abundance. That being said, his disgust did not stop him from grabbing a plate and stacking it high. A man needs food when a man needs food, and he was a man who knew how to take advantage of any hospitality when it was given. 
 
    In the wild, where he had spent a good portion of his life, scavenging was barely enough to keep him alive, and even hunting only supplemented for occasional meals. It was in the city where he was used to gaining the most amount of sustenance he could cram into his mouth, stacking on pounds in a matter of days to prepare for his wildland adventures. But with the city of Froj in discord, and meals small or scarce, he had been having trouble eating his fill. 
 
    Indeed, as Forojen, Lady Mikja, and advisor Galager negotiated on Lord Grimbone’s behalf, he found himself content on stuffing his belly as much as he possibly could. As he did so, he found himself growing a reluctant fondness for Lady Mikja—she knew how to keep a man like himself entertained, and her casual dismissal of Benjfrost had certainly brought a smile to his ears. 
 
    She was still a liar who had betrayed the first contract he had proposed, joining forces with Norda and slaughtering many men from Froj, but on the other hand, the more Nandor saw of Froj the more he found himself understanding why a leader from a different city might wish to end its ways. What kind of city would elect Benjfrost in its time of need? What manner of people plague its streets? Was I even right to try to negotiate for peace?  
 
    Was, perhaps, a war needed to end the reign of the inept? Inwardly, he shook his head. Such thoughts were dark, evil, and unbecoming. Even without the Book of Marr to guide his actions, he could not allow himself to believe that such a mass killing would ever be justified. 
 
    “Do you agree with him, Nandor?” Lady Mikja’s words abruptly cut into his thoughts. 
 
    He tried to recall where the negotiation had gone while he’d been thinking. His efforts proved to be in vain. Between stuffing his face with food, and dwelling on dark memories, he had completely forgone the important conversation Forojen and Mikja were having. He shook his head clear, saying, “Forgive me, I’m afraid I was too busy eating the fine food you provided. What was the question?” 
 
    Mikja smiled, a gleam of a young woman’s amusement shining through her wrinkles of age. “Ha! It’s no matter. I admire a man with a healthy appetite. Shows good survival instincts.” 
 
    He returned her smile, “A necessary trait for someone like me. In truth, I may look fully healed, but my body still hungers like that of a man in recovery.” 
 
    “It’s forgivable. You were cut from waist to spine, if my memory does not exaggerate your wounds. I admit, part of the reason I called this negotiation was merely to see you for myself, and now that I do, I find myself wondering—how did you survive such terrible wounds? I have never seen a person go from the teetering edge of certain death to such robust life in a matter of weeks as you have.” 
 
    “I believe,” Nandor glanced over his shoulder to give Nix and Dorin a look. “My companions pieced me back together using the parts of a bear, and a bit of mystic energy.” 
 
    “The parts of a bear?” she laughed. “What a delightful story. Some day you really must tell me the truth, but I’ll let it slide for now.” 
 
    He looked over his shoulder again and saw Nix—she did not meet his gaze. Was Lady Mikja right? Had they not told him the full story?  
 
    Forojen interrupted them both, “As you were eating, I was telling Lady Mikja and Galager that it would be in their favor to give the city of Froj back what it is owed. A third of the Green Forest, what we were initially promised, would ensure less bandits on the roads, less fighting between the rich and the poor, as well as allowing for more trade to ensue.” 
 
    “Which are all fair points,” Mikja nodded, “But not anything I haven’t thought of before, nor anything that could sway my mind.” 
 
    “The city of Norda feels the same,” Galager agreed. “We can deal with bandits, and to be frank, Froj is no longer worthy of our trade agreements. By all reports, every skilled laborer has already left your city in favor of one of ours. Anymore, Froj is only home to the poor and the unskilled. We have no use for such men, nor their creations, and although the Green Forest appears to be bountiful, between Norda and Winfrost it will not leave any room for compassion nor free handouts.” 
 
    “We are not asking for free handouts,” Forojen replied, “We are asking that you redeem at least a portion of your honor. When you two decided to betray the contract Nandor negotiated with you on the battlefield, you became more than despised. Froj may be weak now, but even under hardship it will grow. If you do not decide to minimalize the damages your betrayal has wrought, then the men of Froj’s hatred will only grow bitterer with age, and you might find a powerful enemy waiting for a moment to strike back when you are at your weakest. Who knows when the barbarians will attack—or the goblins? Would it not be wiser to consolidate power rather than to stack the odds against you?” 
 
    “Again, all points I have considered and long since dismissed,” Mikja waved her hand in annoyance. “We are already consolidating power best by allowing those who are worthy to move into our city. Surely you recognize this? Your skilled workers are all ours now. So are your farmers, your best warriors, and your most talented students. They have all fled into our cities. You have nothing left of value.”  
 
    Galager nodded his agreement, “You will not get a portion of the Green Forest by telling us what we already know better than yourself.” 
 
    “You say we have nothing of value, and all our skilled persons have fled, but let me remind you, Nandor is still within the walls of Froj, so am I and my college—the most reputable place of learning anywhere in the clockwork cities, and I do not say that lightly. You may choose to not see it right now, but you lose much by declaring us your enemies,” the grandmaster responded. His tone was indifferent, as if he spoke not of a threat, but simply said the way things were. 
 
    Lady Mikja sat her plate aside, half-eaten. “I recognize this,” she sat up straight, looking from Nandor to Forojen. “So let us no longer dance around the real negotiation—let’s cut to the point. Agreed?” 
 
    Nandor raised an eyebrow. The real negotiation? What in the great beyond does she mean? At his side, the grandmaster narrowed his gaze and folded his hands together. “Agreed, make your proposal.” 
 
    “The offer is twofold, with conditions.” She did not glance back at Galager, but he was nodding along with her as if this had been their plan the entire time. “One, the college must leave Froj, and along with it, Nandor and yourself. Two, you will take what is necessary from the college libraries and museums, and rebuild the college either within my city walls, or Norda, and you will accept qualifying students from our two cities indiscriminately. Three, you must forever leave Froj, and vow to never return, and never to teach any man or woman who chooses to call Froj their home.” 
 
    Within an instant, a snarl appeared upon Nandor’s face. He brushed aside his food, growling, “What? Are you mad? Have you no memory of who I am?” 
 
    His brash words were ignored in favor of Forojen’s soft whisperings, “And what are we to get in return?” he asked. 
 
    “Unlimited access to the Green Forest for your college. And protection, as well as funding. Your students will never have to go hungry.” 
 
    “In other words,” Forojen tilted his head, “you want the teachings of the Crystal College, and the renown of my staff to both work in your favor, but you wish for Froj to complete its crumble into ruin. Is that about right?” 
 
    Mikja gave a shrug which somehow seemed anything if innocent. “Your decision. I am offering the Crystal College a chance to continue. That is all. If Froj should crumble, then maybe it was never worth saving to begin with?” She turned to Nandor, her eyes glowing, “Wouldn’t you say, darling?” 
 
    Any warmth he had felt for her faded as he met her gaze. He said nothing—nor would he. Some people were not worthy of words.  
 
    His hand slowly stretched to the longsword at his side. It was time to end her. It was time to end all of them. He almost laughed at the realization. Lord Grimbone, Lady Mikja, even Forojen Dorgenja himself if he should stand in his way. They were all corrupt, and beyond saving.  
 
    Let Forj fall to ruin says she… 
 
    No. I have a better plan.  
 
    Burn it all down.  
 
    Froj, Norda, Winfrost, and all the pompous lords and ladies who think themselves fit to rule. They will all fall. Let the clockwork cities be reborn in ash. 
 
    He envisioned his action plain as day. In two strides he could part Lady Mikja’s head from her shoulders. With another swipe he could cut down Galager, and then his father, Lord Grimbone. Then he would turn and face Forojen, and do whatever was necessary. He might even be able to take down a guard or two before he was brought low. 
 
    A smile crept up inside his mind as he imagined artfully flinging their corpses over their respective city walls, and shouting that they were all fools for betraying him. 
 
    Gripping his sword, he slowly stood to his feet, face grim, arms pulsing, blood pumping strong and true, his entire body ready to do what he knew he must do. 
 
    “N-Nandor…. what are you doing?” Lady Mikja shrunk back in her chair. The guards standing around the pavilion became tense—but they were too far away to stop him.  
 
    The fate of the clockwork cities was in his hands, and in that moment, he knew without a doubt the best course of action. It was so simple. It had always been simple—he’d just been too foolish to see it.  
 
    “Some people are beyond saving,” he muttered as he stood, a snarl at the edge of his throat. “Some people just really need to die.” 
 
    He took a swift stride forward as gasps erupted around him. Mikja was only one more stride away from intimately tasting the razor sharp steel of her own blade. But he paused. He did not take that last stride. 
 
    Instead, he sniffed the air, and listened. Years spent in the wild had taught him when to heed his gut, and he could not ignore such lessons, not even in such a crucial moment. Nothing was out of place to the wayward observer, but he sensed it. 
 
    Something was wrong. 
 
    Immediately, a horn sounded from the wooden gates surrounding the vast farmland. The guards moved quickly, scattering around. A voice in the distance shouted—more of a senseless shriek than anything intelligible. Another series of screams followed. 
 
    For an impossible second, Nandor forgot about his plan of slaughter. Instead, he glanced over at Nixie and Dorin. Their eyes were wide—they knew something was wrong too. 
 
    “Goblins!” a different voice yelled from the wooden walls. “Goblins surrounding us! We’re under attack!” 
 
    A glimmer of blue and gold erupted as Lady Mikja’s armor-clad men rushed to the gates. “Goblins?” someone demanded, “here?” 
 
    At the time, Nandor could not have explained why he did what he did—perhaps he had no thoughts. Perhaps something else deeper inside him was at work. 
 
    All he knew was he had to do what he did. If his life meant anything at all, it meant he had to act, and act swiftly. 
 
    He faced Lady Mikja, still cowering in her chair, and spun around in the opposite direction. 
 
    Feet thundering into the soft green valley, he jumped from the pavilion, and charged to the gates. Sword still raised, he ran to where the screams and cries for help were worst. 
 
    When the sheep scatter and scream, the wolf thrives. 
 
    He smiled, but only ever so slightly.  
 
    It was time to do what he was born to do.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 28: Goblin Rotisserie  
 
      
 
    I could have done anything in that moment. I could have killed them all, I could have agreed to the poor terms, sealing the fate of Froj, or I could have just walked away, and never returned. 
 
    Why did I charge to the gates instead? Why face the goblins, and fight side-by-side Lady Mikja’s men—those who were all but my enemies? 
 
    Was it always my plan? Did I hear the goblins coming before everyone else? Was that why I stood baring my teeth and clenching my blade? 
 
    I wish I could say so, but in the moment when I first stood and held my sword, my intentions were anything other than noble. Would I have actually followed through on my initial plans? I do not have the will to say. All I can say for certain is that when I felt the presence of danger, my thoughts turned from inwards, to outwards, if that makes any sense. 
 
    It might have been the screams that changed my mind, and set me on a different course. Although I am a believer no longer, for many years I was a man of Marr. Wherever there was pain, suffering, confusion, or peril was where I felt called to be. 
 
    And so I developed a taste for discord. I learned to run into the places where others fled.  
 
    Which ultimately leads me to believe that maybe I was just following my instincts… 
 
    —The Journal of Nandor, written the following day 
 
      
 
    It was chaotic near the gates of the Green Forest. The bars were shut tight over the main doors as the cries from outside the walls continued to creep into the green valley. Two dozen guards from Norda and Winfrost readied their swords and spears near the entrance, and up top the walls were crawling with men fumbling for their crossbows or twisting into motions weapon-grade shock generators. 
 
    Nandor headed up the ladder to overlook the situation. In the distance, there were echoes of terror and trees rattling as if several giants brushed between them. 
 
    “How many goblins were spotted?” Nandor demanded of the nearest guard. 
 
    “Dozens! At least a full scouting party, perhaps even an entire army!” 
 
    “And how many men are trapped outside of the gates?” 
 
    “A patrol squadron, and the commander—one of Lady Mikja’s generals.” 
 
    “Is that their screams coming down from the hills—where the trees are shifting?” 
 
    “It very well could be sir!” 
 
    “Then why are you staying put while they are stranded outside the walls?” 
 
    “Protecting the Green Forest and Lady Mikja is our first priority!” he barked. “The goblin numbers are unknown—until we have a certain advantage we must not allow any of the beasts inside the walls!” 
 
    He faced downwards—the wall was still under construction, and only about a dozen feet high. Not impressive, but higher than he wished to jump. It would be one thing if there was snow to soften the fall, but the land around the Green Forest was hard and barren. At his left, he spotted a thick rope. Grabbing it, he tossed one end to the guard. “I have no such obligation, nor fear. I’ll not stand and listen to my fellow man’s screams while I can do more. Here. Tie it to the post—and be quick about it! We’re running out of time!” 
 
    The screams in the distance were growing more desperate. Before the guard had finished securing his second knot around the post, Nandor sheathed his sword and climbed down. 
 
    Outside the walls, echoes of terror landed harsher in his ears. He pulled free Mikja’s blade and ran towards the noise. The forest around the valley turned to a rugged and dense woodland, with thick brush and thorns cutting through his coat. The tall trees and heavy thicket was ideal for goblin movements—plenty of camouflage, and more room for the smaller creatures to maneuver. For a large man, not so much. 
 
    Even as he ran it felt like slow going. At last he pushed through a berry-bush, and brute his way into a small clearing.  
 
    He saw and heard everything in the blink of an eye. Clashes of swords against goblin spears. Cries of terror as men succumbed to their wounds. Shrieks of pleasure from the goblins as they surrounded the small squadron, pelting them with darts, crude arrows and javelins. 
 
    No one would call goblins smart creatures, nor strong—but when they gathered en masse, they became terrifying. A foulness stank from their unwashed, slimy green and grey bodies, and when they hooted and yelped long, yellow, dagger-like teeth protruded from their wide mouths. Their bodies were small, but their spears were long and jagged, and sharp enough to cut between metal plates on a good thrust.  
 
    The goblins had Lady Mikja’s patrol squadron surrounded in the forest clearing. Perhaps there was forty of them or more—it was hard to tell precisely. They outnumbered Mikja’s guards four to one, and the disparity grew greater with each thrust of their spears.  
 
    Any sane man that stumbled into the clearing would have turned wide-eyed and ran for all he was worth. But Nandor had fought goblins before—he knew both of their strengths and their weaknesses, and he had no choice. After heated negotiations, he needed a source to pound his rage into, and the goblins were as good a target as any. 
 
    He raised his arms like an angry bear—in one hand he held his stun-stick, in the other, a longsword. A roar barreled through his lungs and exploded loudly into the clearing, turning a hundred red eyes of deathly hate in his direction. 
 
    When swarming, goblins become nearly unstoppable. Like a plague of insects, or a pack of ravenous wolves. 
 
    But scattered, they became disorganized, chaotic, and utterly inane.  
 
    While he knew consciously that he was only one man, and one man could hardly turn the tide of a battle—he also knew that he had to try. If he could wedge just enough of an edge between the goblins and their prey, perhaps they would scatter and run. 
 
    For they were not prideful creatures. 
 
    All he had to do was make them fearful. 
 
    Running towards the hoard of goblins, he deflected a thrown spear with his sword, and then thrust his stun-stick into his own side, continuing to charge. As the stun-stick jolted through his body, he built up a channel of electrical energy. He felt his eyes grow cold, and his hands spat sparks as he conducted the charge, and propelled it outwards.  
 
    As he advanced, the goblins turned from the guards to face him with their spears.  
 
    He did not intend on fighting them blade to blade. A flash of lightning erupted from his left hand, thundering throughout the valley and striking the goblins through the middle, dividing them in half. 
 
    Perhaps one goblin fell from the bolt of thunder. Maybe two. It didn’t matter. What mattered was that they jumped away from the loud noise, frightened and scared. There was now a division in their swarm, and he pressed the attack to his full extent. 
 
    Gripping Lady Mikja’s sword now in two hands, he swung left, and then right, swatting and slicing through the tiny slimy creatures as if they were no more than annoying gnats. A reign of spears poked and prodded towards his body in response, but he avoided the thrusts on his right, and swept aside the blows on his left, then continued his attack. 
 
    He couldn’t keep it up for long. He was playing the odds. It was only a matter of time before a goblin managed a good strike in his side, or a javelin was thrown at his back. But perhaps if he could keep continuing for just a few more seconds… 
 
    Yes! The divide between the goblins and the guards grew more cavernous. A few men cheered as they witnessed Nandor’s mad assault, parting the grey goblins—a defiant stone in the stormy sea. 
 
    “Attack! Press the advantage!” the captain of the guards roared, perhaps realizing for the first time that they actually stood a chance at surviving. 
 
    Less than a dozen men were left standing, but at their commander’s rally, they attacked for all they were worth, further dividing the goblins at all sides. 
 
    What had been a horde of grey flesh soon turned into a sporadic splash of green blood, followed by dismaying cries.  
 
    “Eek! Eeeek!” the goblins squealed as they found the tables abruptly turned against them. 
 
    Nandor continued his frenzied swings, losing count at how many had fallen before Mikja’s blade. The more scattered the goblins grew, the easier they were to crush.  
 
    In a matter of moments, the grey hoard realized they were outmatched if not outnumbered. They panicked, and leapt away, jumping and sprinting through the trees and brush, frantically yelping as they did. 
 
    Nandor pursued them all the way to the edge of the clearing, roaring back at them as they screamed.  
 
    The guard captain followed at his side with a roar of his own, “You tiny little bastards run back to the foul pisshole you drained from! And don’t you ever come back!” 
 
    Through the trees, Nandor was just barely able to make out the goblins shouting back. “We kill you all! You all die! We have more in the trees! Ha! You think you win? Best run while you can—leave the wounded! Or you no have time! Ha!” 
 
    “What the hell did you little bastards say?” the guard captain demanded. 
 
    Realizing that most people don’t speak goblin, Nandor conveyed their words, translating as best as he could. “They are scared, but not defeated. If I am interpreting them correctly, they are headed to get backup, and they will be swift. If we don’t leave now, we’ll die.” 
 
    “There’s more?” The captain furrowed his bloodied brows. “Damn. You think they have an entire army lying in wait?” 
 
    He shook his head, “These are merely scouting parties. Goblins are not known for their bravery—they travel in large numbers. If it were a real goblin swarm, there would not be hundreds—there would be thousands of thousands. A sea of grey and green, and so much stench and noise that it would be unmistakable for anything else.” 
 
    “So they have another scouting party?” The captain cursed, and then looked backwards to his men. Two thirds of the patrol squadron were either dead or wounded. Far too many to carry. “I can’t just leave them here. Who knows what the rotten creatures would do to our wounded?” 
 
    Nandor did—goblins did not take prisoners, nor care for those who were dying. They killed, and ate—even their own on occasion. If the wounded soldiers were left in the clearing, they would almost certainly be gobbled up by hungry goblin mouths before they fled back to their homeland to give a report. 
 
    A hoot and a rumble came from where the goblins had disappeared in the forest. Perhaps they had already regrouped, and were ready to deal another attack. Nandor glanced back at the dead and injured soldiers—he couldn’t leave them to die. 
 
    “Stay with your men,” Nandor instructed the captain. “I’m going to handle the second scouting party.” 
 
    “By yourself?” The captain clearly thought he was mad. Maybe he was.  
 
    “Yes. Stay down, but keep your guard up. I’ll be back soon.”  
 
    As he ran into the forest to face the second goblin unit head-on, he rehearsed his plan. He knew he stood no chance of fighting them all off with his sword, and his stun-stick was all out of charge, so he had no way to conduct electricity.  
 
    But he still had options. Setting aside Mikja’s sword, he pulled out his fire-starting-grinder and kneeled down on the ground. He could hear the goblin hoard in the distance, and they were growing closer by the second. At least three dozen creatures—maybe more. 
 
    The ground outside of the valley was dry, brambly, and thick with brush. It had come alive with the sprouting of the Green Forest, thawing the snow and milting the many decades of ice. 
 
    Now, it was perfect kindling. He quickly brushed together a small pile of pine needles, pinecones, and fallen branches and wayward vines. Then he held the fire-starting-grinder close, and clicked its two gears twice repeatedly, propelling a tiny spark into the pile of fresh tinder. 
 
    A flame lit-up instantly, and soon it grew into a small fire.  
 
     Pattering his hands about the forest undergrowth, he spread the flames further from bushes to trees, blowing on the flames to grow them into a blaze of fire. 
 
    His plan worked. Almost too well. The recently thawed forest had not known of fire in hundreds of years—but now that the eagerly licking flames kissed its long neglected undergrowth, it grew into a booming wave within seconds. 
 
    The goblin hoard paused just before the fire, and Nandor lay low, listening to their crude words. 
 
    “What that?” the chief goblin of the scouting party asked. “Fire?” 
 
    “Yes. It fire. Where are the fallen men to eat?” 
 
    “Further. Past the fire,” another from the first party recalled.  
 
    “I do not like fire.” 
 
    “No matter. Go anyway. Go around fire. Eat men. Tasty. Then we go home.” 
 
    “Yes,” the chief agreed. “Go around fire. Eat men. Hurry!” 
 
    Their words were all spoken in a series of quick barks and yelps as they moved—few could have understood them, but Nandor was well-practiced in their language from his years spent with the barbarian tribes.  
 
    The fire was spreading fast, but if the goblins curved around it then they would still have time to finish off the guards and gather their corpses for food. 
 
    He couldn’t allow that to happen. Nor could he allow the fire to spread so far that it consumed his own men. He was left with only one choice. 
 
    A wave of calmness dampened through his body, and he readied his mind and form. Briefly, he wondered how much fire he was capable of conducting.  
 
    Every man had his limits—knowing them was essential. Even among trained elementalists, most could barely project more than a small body of flame—and that was from a refined metal conductor to ease the burden of transfer. 
 
    But out in the wild? With no metal conductor? 
 
    Even a small fireplace contained a heavy amount of energy. Heat transfer, flames, burning coal and wood—it all adds up to a lot to conduct. He knew he could handle the flames of a fireplace—he had done it on more than one occasion. 
 
    Yet as he approached the growing forest fire, he felt a daunting sense of dread at his task.  
 
    There was no way he could channel that much energy. Certainly not all at once. It would have to be done in stages. 
 
    Conducting through his legs and lower waist, he stepped into the flames. He nearly fell from the surge of power that erupted through his body. He couldn’t contain it—he needed an outlet, and he needed it now. 
 
    Holding his arms out, he focused all the fire from his legs outwards. A lash of molten flames erupted from his forearms to his hands, cutting through the trees leaving charred scorch-marks as it lassoed around. He could barely control the beams of fire, much less aim them. 
 
    It was simply too much power. If there had been anyone standing nearby, they certainly would have been burned by his clumsy hands. 
 
    Gritting his teeth, he remembered his task. The goblins. 
 
    He had to kill the goblins. 
 
    Although his arms felt heavy and awkward, he repositioned them to face where the grey creatures were attempting to bypass the flames. 
 
    A lasso of fire crackled against the goblin hoard once, and then twice, and then thrice. They screamed, they scattered, and once again—they ran. 
 
    Nandor managed a sigh of relief that was quickly drowned out by fatigue. The small forest fire died down to broken embers crackling at his feet, and he could channel it no longer, nor was there much left to channel even if he could. 
 
    His body felt heavier than it had ever felt before, and he collapsed to his knees. He felt blisters bubbling into his legs from the still-hot ground, but he couldn’t move—not even crawl. 
 
    His eyes closed. Vaguely he heard a voice that sounded like the guard captain. 
 
    “You did it! Their fleeing! Warmth bless you, you actually did it!” 
 
    He could take no pleasure in the captain’s simple words. The very world felt as if it were spinning far too fast.  
 
    “A-are you okay? Sir?” The captain threw one of his arms under his shoulder, and helped him to stand.  
 
    He was grateful, but could not manage to say it.  
 
    “Come—walk as best as you can. It’ll be okay. You’ve done a marvelous thing. We just need to get back inside the walls.” He leaned to one side, calling towards his men. “Gather up the wounded! Quickly! The goblins have fled—go to the gates!” 
 
    “My god!” one of the guards said. “Is that a goblin burning up there—impaled on the branch between the trees?” 
 
    Another guard laughed without humor. “A goblin rotisserie. What kind of wizard could do that?” 
 
    “Is he one of ours?” 
 
    “He saved us. That’s all that matters,” the captain replied, moving slowly under his added burden. 
 
    More words and commands were said, but Nandor couldn’t listen. It was all he could do to shuffle his feet with the captain as he walked. 
 
    Rest, he thought, for the love of warmth, just get me to a place to rest… 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 29: Demands  
 
      
 
    Ignorance. Particularly, the pairing of ignorance and authority is a recipe for the collapse of any city or kingdom. Careless laws create unforeseen burdens. Unforeseen burdens stunt growth and advancements. Stunted progress promotes systematic inflammation and retardation. Then, when the kingdom finally recognizes its trouble, everyone will have an opinion and a solution, but only the worst will be yelled the loudest, while the best will be buried beneath the flames of raging fools. 
 
    Therefore, only the mighty should rule. 
 
    —Rorgjor’s Enlightened Powers 
 
      
 
    Nandor never fully lost consciousness, but he had a hard time staying present. 
 
    After the guard captain had seen to it that his men were being cared for, he dragged Nandor back to the pavilion to deliver a report to Lady Mikja and Galager. 
 
    Forojen met the captain midway and helped to sit Nandor in a chair. Nix and Dorin flocked at his sides. 
 
    “Are you alright? What happened?” 
 
    He didn’t acknowledge their concern. If he had tried to talk it would have come out all twisted and broken, so instead he closed his eyes, leaned back in the comfy chair, and listened. The captain spoke for the both of them, explaining of the unexpected attack from the goblin scouting party, Nandor’s daring rescue, and then how he had started a fire in the forest to send the second goblin scouting party running after rescuing them from the first. “He saved us, my lady. Undeniably. Two times over. He left no man behind, and fought more fearsome than a mammoth bear. I don’t know how one man did the things that he did. He acted as both a mighty swordsman, and the most powerful elementalist I have ever seen.” 
 
    “Resourceful, too, it sounds.” Mikja appeared to be impressed. 
 
    “Indeed,” Forojen agreed, a bit of pride showing through. “Being an elementalist is all about understanding how one can manipulate one’s surroundings. Starting the fire to channel from was a perfect idea. I knew I was right to make you a headmaster.” 
 
    “Heroics aside, what are the implications of this? Goblins, here? Where they just scavengers or an advancement force?” Galager asked, not one for senseless praise or small talk. 
 
    The captain began to speak, but Nandor held up a hand. “I-I think I can speak,” he breathed heavy, but managed to find words. “I speak the goblin language—I heard everything they said.” 
 
    “How do you speak goblin?” Mikja went from being impressed to being outright startled. 
 
    “What did they say?” Galager wondered. 
 
    “They were a scouting party,” Nandor answered Galager. “From the goblin homeland up north, Grâ Baile.” 
 
    “What in the great beyond were they doing here? In the territory of the clockwork cities?” 
 
    “Could be anything, but I suspect they were assessing the strength of the green gorest fortifications,” Nandor responded. 
 
    “I agree,” the guard captain nodded. “There was almost a hundred of them, all scampering about, sniffing, climbing trees, looking and seeing everything. These were not idle goblins—they had a purpose.” 
 
    “Surely you don’t mean they plan to attack?” Lady Mikja frowned. 
 
    “That is precisely what I mean.” Her captain replied. “We have the Green Forest secured and protected—but only from a light attack. We need to station more men here, and build up the walls as fast as we can, or mark my words, the goblins will be back—and it won’t just be a scouting force.” 
 
    “Do you agree?” Mikja looked to Nandor, trying to get a second opinion. 
 
    “I do,” he managed to sit up a little straighter in his chair. “When I lived with the barbarians in the wildlands, I learned much of the goblins and their ways. They are not the smartest, but they know valuable land when they see it, and their brood mothers are always looking for places to expand. They breed like rabbits—but worse. They come in broods of a dozen, every six months, every year, for every female they have, and few die. In their homeland, one singular densely-packed city beneath the ground, I reckon they outnumber all of our forces in the clockwork cities ten to one, and that might be optimistic, if anything. Therefore, it is entirely possible they are looking for a place to expand, and the Green Forest just happens to be a prime location.” 
 
    “But they could never take our land—” Galager began, but Nandor cut him off. 
 
    “You don’t know what they are capable of. I do. First they scout, then they gather, then they attack like a plague, they swarm, overrun, and utterly annihilate whatever or whoever stands in their way. It happened to the mighty barbarian Bear Tribe, and it could happen here as well. Don’t think you’re safe just because you think yourself civilized. Trust me—I’ve seen how they attack before. You need to build your defenses if you hope to hold on to what you have—and fast.” 
 
    “We’re already building the wall around the valley.” 
 
    “Then build it faster. And higher. They can jump and climb like snow monkeys.” 
 
    “…This is… troubling news…” Mikja kept her eyes fixed on the ground. “How long do you think we have before they attack?” 
 
    “Their homeland is a good distance away, assuming the goblins don’t have another one. I would say around five or six months. Two months for travel, and three-four months for them to rally enough goblins to make an army—or more accurately, a swarm.”  
 
    “That doesn’t give us much time.” 
 
    “It’ll have to be enough,” Mikja hardened her resolve. “We can build the walls twice as high in that time, and create towers for our archers, and line the walls with stone. We can do it. It will just be another investment.” 
 
    “What if we tried to face them on the field? Attack before they do?” Galager asked, his naivety showing his youth. 
 
    Nandor met his gaze, “Bad idea. The goblin’s strength is in their ability to outnumber, overrun, and swarm. It happened to the barbarians, and you can say what you like about them, but they are strong warriors. In my experience, the best way to handle goblins is to build high defenses, and let them die beneath the walls. Remember—they are numerous, but not very smart. They have poor siege weapons, and worse tactics. Create a fortress and you might win—attack in the field and their numbers will be your death.” 
 
    “But we can’t just allow them to run rampant through our kingdom!” 
 
    “They won’t. Or I don’t think they will, anyway. If they fail to take over the Green Forest, they will retreat to their homeland, and search for another place to expand to. Nothing is personal for them—their dumb, but practical, and if this green forest is too hard to take, they will simply search elsewhere.” 
 
    “So we just have to show them we can protect ourselves?” Galager gritted his teeth, already anticipating the war. “Good. We can do that.” 
 
    “Remember—it might not be as easy as you are thinking. They are numerous, and cunning when they need to be. Don’t get me wrong,” he told Galager, “I admire your attitude, but I must advise caution. I’ve seen them attack before, several times. I’ve rarely seen them gamble and lose.” 
 
    “We will keep your advice close to heart,” Mikja lifted a glass. “Thank you again for your wisdom and bravery. Once more I am a benefactor of your action.” 
 
    “And once more you are in my debt,” Nandor carefully spoke his words, trying to hide his growl. “Yet you continue to try your best to anger me, and swindle my goodwill.” 
 
    “You speak of our negotiation?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, and this time he could not contain a low snarl. “What you proposed to Forojen and I was preposterous. A shameful deal. Are you trying to make me your enemy as well? Do you really wish to fight a war on two fronts?” 
 
    She laughed, and his anger grew. “Dear Nandor, you are so childish sometimes. Froj would never attack, or try to take back what they think they are owed—they are too weak, and wounded. You really think their new Lord Benjfrost will be able to pound that filth into shape? No. I am no smith, but even I know you cannot form a steel sword from a pile of burning shit. I did not offer my deal lightly, I offered it because it is all I am willing to give. I value you,” she waved a hand from him, to the grandmaster, “I value Forojen. I value your college and your wisdom. Froj, however, I have no value for. It will never get a piece of the Green Forest, Nandor. Never.” 
 
    Her words were firm, and unchanging. Forojen gave Nandor a sad look, which seemed to say, we tried, now we need to take what we can get. “I understand, Lady Mikja. If I may speak for the both of us,” the grandmaster glanced at Nandor, who shook his head. 
 
    “You may not speak for the both of us, and I am not done,” he growled. 
 
    Mikja narrowed her gaze. “Don’t make this unpleasant, Nandor.” She flicked her hand and her guards moved closer. At her side, the guard captain looked nervous. 
 
    “Ma’am!” the captain protested, moving to stand before her as he pleaded. “That man there—Nandor as you call him, he killed at least a dozen of those goblin bastards with his blade, and a dozen more with flame! He saved all of my men, as well as myself. I’ve never seen a man fight like him in my life. Why—I thought he was your champion.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “When I saw a glimmer of blue and gold I knew that he fought with your sword—is he your new champion? Is he the same man who fought Lord Viken for you? Why are you at odds?”  
 
    For a moment, Mikja’s eyes grew dark, and Nandor feared that she would have the guards seize both him and the captain, but after a second of deliberation, her face became relaxed. “Yes, he fought with my blade, didn’t he?” She smiled at the captain. “I see where your confusion is coming from. It is as if he was my champion. Perhaps he should be. Perhaps such sterling heroics should be rewarded.” She faced Nandor again. “Very well, let us reconsider our negotiation, but be mindful,” she warned, “I will not yield much. That being said, what would you have me do to make the deal bearable?” 
 
    Inwardly, Nandor glowed, but he kept his face unchanging. “The city of Froj needs what it was owed. An equal portion of the Green Forest.” 
 
    “Denied. I told you that already. Think reasonably. What else could I do to ease your conscious?” 
 
    If he wasn’t so fatigued, he might have climbed to strike her. As it was, he could barely move, and had to rely on words. He thought carefully before replying. “Then meet me halfway. You claim to want the college—very well, you may have it. You may have me as well, to advise you during the goblin war. But I ask something in return. The Crystal College will not be a part of Winfrost nor Norda, but a separate entity, who accepts all students. The college will be provided with enough crops from the Green Forest to feed its students free of charge, and then some extra to supply to the poorest in Froj. At least a section of green land. Grant me that, and you have a deal.” 
 
    Mikja smiled, as if she had accomplished something through his words. “There. I knew you could be reasonable. But there are still some issues. Where would the college be stationed? How would you supply Froj?” 
 
    Forojen answered for them both, “The new location for the college? I have thought about that for a long while. If it can’t remain in Froj, then the best place to put it would be in the valley. As for supplying Froj with the spare crops, we could have a wagon regularly travel between the college and Froj, and Nandor himself could pass out the food, if he wished.” 
 
    “No,” Mikja shook her head. “I wish to keep Nandor close.” 
 
    “Very well. Other than that, do we have a deal?” 
 
    “I’ll began writing up the contract,” Mikja replied, snapping her fingers for a pen and parchment. “Where precisely do you plan on rebuilding the college?” 
 
    “In order to not take up any green land,” Forojen pointed to a large field of rugged terrain in the distance. It was near the center of the green valley, on its own little plateau. 
 
    Mikja nodded, “An ideal location. Between the cities, protected by walls, a lovely view, and surrounded by food. I look forward to seeing it up and running. It will need to be built large to hold all the new students and teachers. When will construction begin?” 
 
    From his pocket, Forojen pulled out a deep blue gem. “It is the Crystal College, remember?” he grinned. “Most of it will not need to be built. It will be grown.” 
 
    For the first time, Nandor raised his brows. Is he saying what I think he is? 
 
    At his side, Nix and Dorin met his look. “I-I don’t understand?” 
 
    “You will soon enough,” the grandmaster chuckled. “My, I have been looking forward to this day for a long, long time. You can’t imagine. Mark my words, the college was never meant to linger in Froj.” 
 
    “D-do you mean the crystals? They grow?” 
 
    “They grow from the earth and the ice, deep, deep below. This gem summons the crystals, and they grow as I shape them,” he pocketed the gem. “It will still take time, but once I envision how I want the college to be, I will form it, and it will grow. Might take a week, maybe two if I’m feeling meticulous.” 
 
    “Only two weeks?” Nandor was astounded. “How come I’ve never heard of this before?” 
 
    “It is a secret of the college, only passed down from grandmaster to grandmaster,” Forojen replied. “It will ruin the old college in the process, as the magic only allows for one at a time, but it will be worth it.” 
 
    Mikja took the news in stride, writing swiftly as she spoke. “So the college will be erected quickly? Good. All the better. I’m adding in an additional requirement to your college—I wish for it to have a new headmaster, one who will strictly teach combative arts. Is that acceptable?” 
 
    Forojen nodded. “I see what you are doing, Lady Mikja. You are consolidating, aren’t you? You want a singular place to ship all the promising lads and ladies of your city, so that they can learn magic, to fight, and to read and write.” 
 
    “That is one idea,” she allowed, neither confirming nor denying his suspicion. “Your college has always been particularly reputable for its duels anyway—this seems like a natural progression to me.” 
 
    “Indeed it is, and I will allow it.” 
 
    “Very well,” Mikja finished scribbling up the final line, and then passed it from Galager, to Forojen, to Nandor, who each read and signed it. 
 
    There it was—the tiny piece of paper. The small amount of comfort Nandor had been able to win for Froj. One section of the Green Forest, hardly even the size of a small farm. But it was better than nothing. It might keep men like the factory worker he met from having to resort to thievery to feed his family. 
 
    Scraps for the poor. That was all he had managed. As he signed the paper, he did not smile. 
 
    Forojen walked around his chair and squeezed his shoulder. “You did good, Nandor. Very good.” He leaned closer so that their eyes were level, and pointed into the distance where the college would be grown. “We will have a better life soon. The college will become even stronger. We have so much to do, and so much to teach and to learn. Be proud.” 
 
    Nandor released the contract with a jerk, and fell deeper into the chair. He tried to feel proud. He tried to tell himself he did everything he could have.  
 
    But deep down inside, he wondered if he truly had.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 30: The New College 
 
      
 
    “Rorgjor, you stand on trial today for your evil acts of cruelty, and I, both as your one-time friend, and as a reporter for the Winfrost Herald, wish to grant you one last interview, so that you might have a chance to explain your actions. Do you find that agreeable?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Good. Then I shall start with the basics. Why have you persisted in illegal research? The creation of Jack-Bots, the draining of human life-force, murdering, and putting your apprentices in constant danger.” 
 
    “Laws do not govern my actions. I have a higher calling, which is my pursuit of enlightenment. Morality and legality are two different things, perhaps one day men will learn this.” 
 
    “Perhaps. But that still doesn’t excuse the horrid acts you have done. We’re talking about murder, Rorgjor. These countless evil acts of cruelty you’ve committed are surely wrong on any moral scale. What do you have to say about that?” 
 
    “You make many mistakes in your assumptions. First, evil is not cruelty. Evil is the natural world. Watch and you will see. Ignorance abounds. Mate to die, die to mate, never breaking the cycle of natural whims. Never growing beyond that which we might.” 
 
    “I do not understand—can you explain, Rorgjor?”  
 
    “Yes, I can, but you must listen through the right mind, and ask the right questions.” 
 
    “Fair enough. You claim to be enlightened, so, in your eyes, what is the opposite of an enlightened man?” 
 
    “A man who lives within the whims of the world.” 
 
    “What does such a man do on the whims of the world?” 
 
    “Nothing. No movement. No growth. Simple sameness. One step forward, one backwards. Birth a son, teach him nothing of value. Birth a daughter, teach her nothing of value. Work, but don’t originate. Meander, and be safe for a moment, but die in the forever. Scared of creating ripples.” 
 
    “You speak of the old proverb? That which happens to the water that sits and lingers?” 
 
    “Yes. It turns sour, it rots, it grows foul from stagnation and parasites.” 
 
    “You are saying the same things happen to a man?” 
 
    “Yes. Unequivocally, and undeniably, yes and yes. Even Marr knew that.” 
 
    “Then what consequence has the man who lives on whim?” 
 
    “What consequence has the animal, is the better question.” 
 
    “Ha! You speak as if you are still a free man, yet it is likely you will be sentenced to death. Do you understand that?” 
 
    “The trial will determine what foolish men try to do to me. What they try, and what happens might turn out to be two separate things. So, to answer your question, yes, I understand that. Certainly better than you.” 
 
    “You seem to persist that you are a noble man living in ignorant times. You openly say that most men are fools.” 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?” 
 
    “That’s not for me to say. Are you optimistic? In your mind, do you think we can ever progress past this point?” 
 
    “If you can understand me, then we might. One ripple is better than none. I have my plans, though you won’t live to see them. I envision enormous waves on the horizon. The thawing of an ocean of ice. The purification of the stagnant ilk.” 
 
    “Bold words. Are you saying progress is governed by movement? These ‘waves’, as you say?” 
 
    “Does the champion swordsman do any true good? Or is he just another witless product of our times? No. Mind and action—the two must be together, for they are worthless on their own.” 
 
    “So, according to you, we should all seek this so-called ‘enlightenment’ you claim to have, in order to improve our world?” 
 
    “If the fox seeks to catch a mammoth, will it succeed?” 
 
    “No. Not likely. It would probably do more harm than good.” 
 
    “The same for a man seeking enlightenment with inadequate brains.” 
 
    “So some are damned into darkness?” 
 
    “No. But few are capable of finding light.” 
 
    “Is that good?” 
 
    “No. Some SHOULD be damned into darkness.” 
 
    “Who do you speak of?” 
 
    “My friend, it is simple. What do you do with TRUE evil?” 
 
    “Stop it?” 
 
    “Further.” 
 
    “Kill it?” 
 
    “Good, yes. Removal must be permanent.” 
 
    “Are you saying the men who oppose you are actually the evil ones?” 
 
    “Ignorance is but another form of evil, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    “I am unsure.” 
 
    “I am not.” 
 
    —Excerpt from Rorgjor’s Last Interview 
 
      
 
    For two weeks Grandmaster Forojen Dorgenja stood in silence, one hand on the blue gem, the other outstretched, and facing the plateau in the center of the Green Forest. 
 
    And so it grew. Slowly at first, and then, much faster. Tips of crystal shards pierced through the rocky ground, gradually forming shapes together into towers, walls and buildings. Nandor watched as he worked. Occasionally large ski-wagons would arrive in the valley, filled with supplies of the old college. 
 
    All the while, it continued to grow larger. The grandmaster hardly ate or slept. His work was tiresome, and persistent. He didn’t pause for breaks, and he only spoke when absolutely necessary. 
 
    This would be one of his crowning achievements, he had said, and so he had to build it right. Better even than the old college. 
 
    Nandor was not sure how that was possible, but he soon learned. The towers were wider, larger, and heavier. The walls were higher, and more intricate with a glow that made them look as if they were alive. In the old college, only about half of the buildings were actually made from the mysterious crystal. Forojen allowed for room for additions within the college walls, but he also created the old buildings, and made them larger, and more refined. 
 
    In the middle of the college, he grew a castle-like structure. When asked, he said it would be the new administrative building, and his home. 
 
    Nix and Dorin stayed beside Nandor for all of it, eating well and occasionally helping to move the supplies down from Froj. They kept their guards close when they traveled through the city—rumor had it that Benjfrost was pissed, and might strike at any moment if they were outside of Mikja’s protection. 
 
    But all things said, it was a relatively peaceful transition. From Froj to the green valley, the new college was born. The student’s moved, new students came, and all the while, the talk of the goblins grew louder. 
 
    One day during construction, it was a particularly windy day, and while Forojen was concentrating on growing the college, Nandor concentrated on channeling the wind, with little success. By his side, Nix kept him stimulated with conversation. “So you’ll be teaching at the new college soon. A proper headmaster of elemental conduction.” 
 
    “Suppose I will,” he nodded. “What of it?” 
 
    “Do you think you’ll be a good teacher?” 
 
    “I think there will be those who will learn much from my methods, and also those who will dislike me too much to try.” 
 
    “An honest answer.” 
 
    “Not entirely,” Nandor temporarily removed his hands from the air, to rub his arms. It was almost always warm within the Green Forest, but bare-chested the icy winds from the upper mountains still managed to squeeze a shiver or two from his spine. 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” she asked. 
 
    Dorin, approaching from below replied for him. “He means he does not intend to stay, correct?” 
 
    Nandor found himself surprised at the bot’s guess. “Correct. I have done what I can here. Froj is not in an ideal state, but at least they will receive a portion of what they so desperately need. It is all I can do. I might stay for a while, help get the college running and all that, but I am not meant to stay in one place. I never was.” 
 
    Nixie’s eyes shifted uncomfortably. “Where would you go?” 
 
    “This, the clockwork cities, the Crystal South, it is only one very small part of a very large world, Nix. I could go anywhere. I have learned much in my time here, but perhaps my knowledge would now be better suited somewhere else. Perhaps I can take what I’ve learned and apply it better, if given a fresh start.” 
 
    Clenching her jaw, she looked upwards. If he didn’t know any better, he would have said she was angry. “That’s the coward’s way out, and you know it. You can’t just leave. Not after everything we’ve done.” 
 
    Her sour words caught him off-guard, and he had to cease tampering with the wind. “What more could I do? What might I change that I haven’t already tried?” He turned her sourness inwards. 
 
    “There is still the goblin army approaching,” she reminded him. “And I still don’t trust Forojen,” this she spoke quieter, for although the grandmaster was standing far away, and focused on his work, he had the ears of an alert dog at all times. 
 
    Nandor did not immediately dismiss her thoughts. “I’m sure you can handle all that without me,” he said softly. 
 
    “I’m not,” water filled her eyes. “I’m not sure… I-I could even...” her voice faded into a slow sob, and Nandor found his arm pulling her closer. 
 
    “Are you sure you want me to stay?” 
 
    “I-I’m sure I don’t want to be without you,” she answered. 
 
    He squeezed her into a hug. “Then don’t worry about it. I don’t have to leave immediately. Maybe I’ll even stay longer than I think.”  
 
    Dorin approached his other side. It was holding its favorite book, Rorgjor’s Enlightened Powers. “I would hope that you would, sir. There is still much I have to do. I think that if we stayed together, we could turn this kingdom around in a much better direction. Just think on how much we’ve already done in a matter of weeks. Give us a few years, and the possibilities are endless.” 
 
    “Maybe your right,” Nandor allowed, dreams of his own drifting up into his head. “I always wanted to travel into the great beyond, and find new lands. I wanted to be the first man to brave the morphic ice in years.” Glancing from Dorin, to Nix, a different sort of warmness entered his heart. “On the other hand, maybe right now I’m exactly where I’m needed.” 
 
    Several minutes passed as they stood together—a strange set of companions in the beautiful field of green. 
 
    In the distance, they saw Grandmaster Forojen lower his hands, and fall to his knees. Nix gasped, and Nandor erupted into a run towards the plateau.  
 
    “Grandmaster!” Nandor thundered, rushing to his side. “What happened?” 
 
    The old man was anything if feeble—he was grinning with pride, as he pointed upward from his knees. “See for yourself.” 
 
    Nandor tilted his head, and glanced upwards. A magnificent shining citadel of crystal towering walls and gleaming towers burst into his view. He was overpowered by the sight, and fell beside Forojen. 
 
    “The new college is complete.” 
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Chapter 1: Harvest 
 
      
 
    For a long time now I have questioned my decisions. As I watched over the construction of the new Crystal College, Grandmaster Forojen calling from beneath the ground as smooth, colored pillars erupted from the rocky earth, I found myself letting in the deep-rooted poisonous seeds of doubt. 
 
    Am I doing what’s best for these lands? Have I forged the proper alliances with the right people? 
 
    Should I even care?  
 
    Is Marr still the prophet for my god, or am I fooling myself by saying I’m a believer? 
 
    These questions plague me, but still, there is much to be done. I have students to teach. I have people who depend on me. Nix, Dorin, and the poor people of Froj. If I know anything, it’s that in times of doubt, focus on the now. The future will come, in time, and then perhaps I will face the consequences of my actions.  
 
    But until then, I shall continue on the path before my feet, to whatever end it means... 
 
    —The Journal of Nandor 
 
      
 
    Grandmaster Forojen looked over at Nandor from across the new college’s crystal gates. A large sled full of over-ripe, not-quite-ripe, or near rotten vegetables and fruits of squash, yellowed melons, onions, and milled wheat larger than anything grown in the ice fields lay beneath the grim man’s feet. A team of sled-dogs anxiously whined and yipped as the hound-master clipped their lines into place. There wasn’t much but a dusting of snow near the college’s gates, but once they traveled out beyond the walls of the Green Forest, it would be a different situation altogether—a land of cold and snow as such that it could freeze a careless man or beast within moments. 
 
    Nandor grabbed his snow shoes and secured them on the sled, and lay his mammoth-fur robe next to them, then he returned the grandmaster’s look. “There a problem?” he asked. 
 
    “Several,” Forojen nodded, his eyes darting from the sky, back towards the sled. “Though I doubt my words could stop you, so I shan’t waste my breath.” 
 
    Nandor’s head tilted, “You speak of the drake?” He waved a dismissive hand, “Bah, I wouldn’t worry. The scouts haven’t seen any trace of it in days, neither north, south, east nor west. Wherever that foul creature came from, I’d say it’s returned by now.” 
 
    The aging grandmaster didn’t look as sure. A spark of flame erupted from a crank in his hand and he channeled the power into a pipe resting on the left side of his mouth. “Could be,” the first few puffs of flame hissed as the pipe came to life, in the same moment, a small cloud of green smog burst from his lips. “But that wasn’t my concern, and you know it.” 
 
    “Do I?” Nandor had to fight an unconscious urge to roll his eyes. “Yes, I suppose I do. There’s always something with you people, isn’t there? Always one way or another in which you think I’m screwing up. So what would it be this time? You think it’s unwise for me to return to Froj? You think I should send another in my stead? You’d have me hide in the Crystal College rather than see the fruits of my labor finally delivered to those who’ve been promised them?” 
 
    Forojen’s face became stern. “They’ll get their food, Nandor. What little good it will do, but they’ll get it. You have no reason to oversee this. It’ll only cause problems. Do I have to remind you of your promise to Lady Mikja? Or your reputation in Froj?” 
 
    Nandor immediately averted his gaze. 
 
    “I thought not,” the grandmaster proclaimed through a certain measure of satisfaction. “Just because you fought for those people, doesn’t mean they see it that way. You killed their lord, you insulted their new lord, and now they’re all hungry, angry, or worse. What do you expect? To be met with flowers and praise?” 
 
    “I expect neither,” Nandor spat. “Contrary—I expect less. I expect there to be trouble no matter who goes, which is why I am going. Another would only turn at first sign of problem, and then where would that leave those who truly need this food? Hungry for another night—one which could lead to the death of more innocents. Is that the way you would rather this go?” 
 
    “I would rather you listen to reason,” the old man grumbled. “Though seeing as how that’s clearly not going to happen, I’ll simply bid you good day, and if I can manage it, I’ll try to keep the sky clear on your journey.” 
 
    “Eh,” Nandor grunted, taking his position on the sled. “Thanks.” 
 
    A small troop of five men joined him, they were wearing chain armor, with swords at their belts and skis slung over their backs. “Out into the cold again, I suppose,” one of the men complained. 
 
    “It’s what you’re paid for,” Nandor reminded him, then he offered a sympathetic shrug. “It should be a fast job, at any rate. Up to Froj and then back into the forest. We’ll be back by supper, with any luck.” 
 
    “You reckon?” 
 
    “I hope,” Nandor corrected, then averted his gaze. “So long as nothing goes wrong...” 
 
    *** 
 
    Outside of the walls guarding the green fields, it was a mild day, neither abnormally warm nor cold, with only scattered clouds of softly falling snow. The mountain city of Froj was still a three hour trudge away if they made good time, and it appeared as though they would. The sled dogs were eager and fast, and the five soldier’s steam-powered skis were all functioning correctly. The thin metal tread engaged in the fine-packed snow, pulling them upwards. Nandor rode on the sled, guiding the dogs with his voice, but they did not need much guidance. A simple command to the left or right was it. They knew what they were doing, and it wasn’t a complicated journey. Up, up, and further upwards on the gradual inclining pathway towards Froj. Traffic up to the city was scarce anymore, and they encountered but a few, dreary souls along the way.  
 
    At their backs, two more mountains with two more cities shimmered in the distance, Norda, and Winfrost—now the only two human cities that mattered in all of the Crystal South. Over the past season of growth and harvest, Norda and Winfrost had grown in strength, while Froj became ever more brittle and broken. 
 
    Anyone with the ability fled from Froj, seeking better opportunities in the rival cities who were enjoying the first harvest yielded from the Green Forest. 
 
    For Lady Mikja and Lord Grimbone, it had been a good season. Within just three months they had tilled the ground and sectioned it off into endless fields, planted the precious seeds that were locked away in their castles vault, creating rows and rows of mounded dirt. Trenches were constructed along the fields to capture snow milt, and fine nets placed over the fruit fields to keep away the growing population of invading insects.  
 
    Quickly, first harvest came, and although it was not the best harvest a green forest had ever yielded, it was still a solid first harvest, and with it held a promise of better times. Glorious food abounded within the green land, fields of wheat higher than the heads of men, melons the size of children, and berry vines so burdened by the weight of their fruit that poles had to be constructed to keep them from toppling over. 
 
    The rich feasted and celebrated in the valley, and even those less financially inclined enjoyed the bountiful leftovers in Winfrost and Norda. 
 
    But in Froj… in Froj times had only grown darker. Nandor had heard whispers of what had become of the city. His old healer friend, Cajorn, had visited Nandor once during the harvest, to let him know that he, too, was leaving Froj in hopes of finding a home elsewhere in Winfrost. Instead, Nandor had offered him an honorary place as a healer of the college, which he graciously accepted. 
 
    “There is talk of rebellion daily, but only in fearful whispers,” the healer had told him. “In essence, two factions rule the city, the Factory Barons, and the Nobles. One bargains with the other, and they release thugs in the night to kill those who they say don’t belong, and threaten or coerce the working men and women to get back in the mines. Those who aren’t forced into the city’s mines, are put in even worse places along the factory assembly lines. The few farmers and hunters left are treated like royalty, and Lord Benjfrost keeps them close—his true source of power. Children go hungry. Women kill their babies. Men eat men. It is no longer a city, Nandor. It’s a warzone.” 
 
    “Do you think it will ever settle?” Nandor had asked. 
 
    “Maybe someday, but not soon enough. Thank you again for allowing me to stay here, Nandor. I pray I won’t be a burden on the college.” 
 
    “You could never be a burden, my old friend,” Nandor had smiled. “How many times have you pieced me back together?” 
 
    “Too many for comfort!”  
 
    And so they joked and exchanged stories for a time.  
 
    It was only days later that he found himself riding the sled, approaching the dark gates of Froj. Stone pillars old as time cut from the mountain ground joining the wall fifty feet high. A solid iron-thatched gate stood between the two stone pillars, raised just high enough for a man to enter.  
 
    There was no one guarding the gates, which felt odd at first, until Nandor realized that there was no reason for anyone to be guarding the gates. Those with the ability to flee had already fled. Those who remained were without the connections to bribe their way into the rivaling city lands, and so they would rather stay than starve or freeze in the cold. There was nothing to guard. No one wanted the city. No one would flee. So long as the underworks functioned there would at least be a measure of warmth in the city—a promise that the wilderness could never keep. 
 
    The gate simply was a relic of its time. Although the walls around the mountain were still strong, they were abandoned, but for a few scattered figures who appeared more as rogues than peacekeepers. 
 
    “W-we shouldn’t have come here…” one of the men guarding the sled muttered. His eyes anxiously darted from the abandoned gate to the mountain path. He wanted to flee. The other four men exchanged glances, mirroring his fear.  
 
    “Stay the course,” Nandor spoke firmly. “We’ll do our job and leave. In and out. Come.” He grasped the handles on the sled, and then spoke to the dogs, “Mush! Easy!” 
 
    Slowly, the dogs pulled the sled through the gate. Nandor pointed left, and then right, commanding his men to take place at either side. “Keep your eyes open. We’re to head to the center of the city, where the temple is.” 
 
    “Why not just leave the sled at the gates?” one man protested. 
 
    “If we did, would you trust in the right people getting the food? Those who need it most?” Nandor shot him a glare. He understood his men’s doubts, but this was why he was there. To see the job done properly. The poor needed the food the most, and he would not see the sled passed into the hands of either Lord Benjfrost, who would likely keep it for himself, or the Factory Barons, who would use it to gain coin. 
 
    The temple of Froj was a neutral place, where men who had cast themselves out of political squabbles dwelled. They were said to care for neither riches nor fame—only the pursuit of oneness and wisdom, and so he would trust the food into only their hands.  
 
    But still, Nandor had his doubts. The god of Froj and his brand of wisdom was not a god he kept any warm feelings for. There were teachings in his book that spoke of purging the weak and the wounded, and the natural state of mankind being chaos, and barbarism. Were the priests of such a god the best place to trust the food to? Perhaps not, but he could think of no others who would be better—more of a testament to the darkness of the times than a testament to his faith in the priests of Froj, no doubt. 
 
    For the first part of their journey through the city, they gained hungry eyes from those they passed, but none were bold enough to approach six well-armed men. From the sled, Nandor could read the faces of those he saw. Desperate men and women, with gaunt faces and garbed in ragged furs—Cajorn had not exaggerated. Half of the city was empty, random buildings abandoned, looted, or torn apart. Only the factories and the homes had any life left in them, roaring clouds of steam puffed from pipes powered by grinding gears, yes, the factories and the mines were still going strong. Nandor wondered why, but kept the question to himself. 
 
    There was much in the city now that was familiar, and yet different. Twisted. Broken. The crystal buildings in Froj used to be some of the most glamorous constructions in the entire kingdom. Golden runes written for blessings were crossed out in anger. Their colors and their life had turned foul, crystal windows that once shined and glimmered in the light were smeared in mud and half-frozen globs of ice, untended for weeks or even months. 
 
     “Sir!” a bark from one of his men brought back Nandor’s attention. 
 
    A lone man approached the sled from a dark alley, dressed in the finest of white-wolf fur. His boots were clean of mud, although as he got closer, a stark contrast was written upon his dirty, simple face. When he smiled, yellowed teeth appeared, and as he removed his hood, unkempt, greasy locks of brown hair fell all the way down to his shoulders. 
 
    “What ye got ‘er?” the man grinned. “Food, is it? My oh my! That’s a lot o’ food! Don’t believe I’s ever seen so much food in a long, long time!” 
 
    “Keep your distance!” Nandor commanded, “If you value your life!” 
 
    “Oh!” the man halted, and then followed as close as he could as the sled continued to move. “So I see how it is! Your delivering this food to the castle ain’t ye? Going to the fancy lords and ladies of the keep while poor men like myself go hungry!” 
 
    “We’re not going to the keep,” Nandor corrected him. “We’re going to the temple. If you need the food, you’ll find it there.” 
 
    “O! The temple! My! I believe they were ransacked a couple o’ weeks ago! A few friends of mine told me, mind you, not that I’s had anything to do wit it!” 
 
    “Ransacked?” one of Nandor’s men asked. 
 
    “Yep!” the vagrant confirmed through an empty smile. “Torn and looted right apart! Times is tough, ye know? Got’a loot what ye’ can and keep what the rich’s leaves behind! How’s else a feller expected to get anything to eat? Cost keeps going up, it does! Up and up!” He flapped his fine jacket like a bird to demonstrate. “Now how about ye toss me a piece there—just a bit! One of those juicy melons or onions will do!” 
 
    “You’ll wait your turn,” Nandor growled, no longer sparing the stranger any kindness. “Men, if he takes another step closer, draw your swords and slay him where he stands.” 
 
    “Yes sir!” his men replied. 
 
    “Oy!” the vagrant protested, but was wise enough to stop where he stood. “Is that any way to treat a starvin’ man? Have ye no heart?” 
 
    “Come see us at the temple if your need is truly great,” Nandor advised.  
 
    “But ain’t you’s ‘eard what I’s said? The temple be no more! Been looted! Priests is dead or gone!” 
 
    “We’ll pass out the food ourselves, if we must,” Nandor raised a gloved finger. “Now keep your distance, and keep your mouth shut. If I see a crowd of looters gathering behind me, you’ll be the first I kill. Understood?” 
 
    “Curse you sir!” the vagrant spat. “You ain’t care nothin’ about us regular folk. Nothin’ at all. You’re just like Benjfrost—only uglier!” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be commenting on someone else’s looks if I had your face,” one of Nandor’s men joked, and then drew his blade. “Now piss off or there’ll be blood, and it won’t be mine.” 
 
    “Curse you all!” the vagrant screamed, but despite his defiant words, he made a hasty retreat back to whatever hole he had crawled out of. 
 
    Nandor watched the filthy man dressed in fine fur scamper off, and breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you,” he told his men. “If we stay strong, we’ll get through this. I know it’s not ideal.” 
 
    “…But if the temple’s already been looted, what good can we do, sir?” 
 
    “As I said, we’ll pass out the food as best as we can ourselves. We’ll start with the hungry children, and then the women, and then the men. Whatever is left we can leave for the looters.” 
 
    “Sir, with respect, I’m not sure it’s possible. It will be chaos as soon as word of food spreads throughout the city. How are five men expected to hold off a hoard of hungry people?” 
 
    Nandor raised a brow. “Cleverly. And there are six men, counting myself, and sixteen well-trained dogs. Take heart, Jorjol. Once we get to the temple I’ll lay out my plan.” 
 
    The temple of Froj was not an ideal place to pass out food. It was a squat, dome-shaped structure made of stone with wide entrances at two points, both south and east. The crystal windows had been vandalized at the top, letting in chill air, and there were a few people and animals of refuge who had taken shelter within its dome, but a sharp yell was all it took to scare them off. It wasn’t a very defendable structure, which was likely what had led to it being looted in the first place. It was, however, better than handing the food out in the open, where they could be overwhelmed or backstabbed. 
 
    Already a small score of eager, hungry men, women and children had gathered around outside, and the crowd was growing with every passing minute, getting both more eager, and more dangerous. Word of free food was spreading fast, and it would only take a small pebble of anger to turn the crowd into a mob. 
 
    “Sir? What’s the plan?”  
 
    As he unclipped the sled dogs, he spoke, “Two men stand at the temples eastern entrance, swords drawn and at the ready. If anyone approaches who isn’t told to approach, you give one, quick warning, and then kill them then and there if they don’t heed it. Two more men will stand on the steps leading up to the eastern entrance. You two are to call out who is allowed to approach. Prioritize the children and women first, and keep them from protesting your choices. All but two of the dogs will be at the southern entrance with one man commanding them. No one is to approach the southern entrance at all. I’ll hand out the food, and keep two dogs by my side. If anyone needs backup, call on a dog. Don’t be afraid to threaten those who get to rowdy, but also, remember, at the end of the day we’re here to help. This should be a fast, smooth process. Let the crowd know the plan, and tell them that if they all wait their turn, they’ll all get something to eat.” 
 
    Nandor finished unhooking the dogs, and then pushed the weighty sled into the center of the temple. “Everyone understood and agreed?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” they replied. 
 
    “Good. Then get to it.” 
 
    It took some time to explain the process to the crowd outside the temple, they purposely kept secret their exact numbers, both in terms of food, and the scarcity of men guarding the food. Once the plan was understood, Nandor’s men began organizing the crowd and shortly thereafter a stream of wide-eyed hungry children slowly entered and exited the temple, arms full of food and mouths watering in anticipation. 
 
    During the first hour, there were a few tense moments, but it never came to blood. 
 
    Nandor was always fair in what he supplied. Each person got roughly the same amount, but as the time went on the food supply was dwindling fast. They didn’t have enough to feed the entire city, although it felt as if the entire city had arrived with the expectation that they would. 
 
    To some hungry souls who weren’t sure if they could last another night on an empty belly, they were angels sent from heaven. To others, they were demons, taunting them with a few days’ worth of food to stretch out their misery. Nandor wasn’t sure which he was, all he knew was that there were hungry mouths, and he had to do his best to feed them for the moment. 
 
    He received little thanks, but had expected none, so what little he got was a pleasant surprise. Those who didn’t thank him, occasionally, cursed him for one reason or another. Them he understood as well. 
 
    There was a certain cruelness to his kindness, from a nihilistic point of view, which many in the city shared. What was the point in feeding them for one or two nights when there would still be hundreds left for them to starve? Was he truly helping, or only prolonging their misery? 
 
    Such thoughts passed into his mind, though he fought them away as fast as they arrived. He was doing all that he could. Perhaps from the food they might find some seeds, and then grow some food for themselves in the city gardens. Perhaps they just needed to get by for one more day before things took a turn for the better. As he glanced at each hungry face, as he handed each person a bundle of food, his spirit did not feel lighter, but somehow, it became more burdened. 
 
    These people needed more than what he could offer. They needed a real, lasting solution to their ailments, a solution in which he was utterly unqualified to supply. 
 
    Perhaps the ones who cursed him were more right than he cared to admit. 
 
    A woman carrying a small child entered the temple, a boy trailing along at her heels. The three of them were deathly skinny. Nandor bundled together an extra-large packet of food for them. He wanted to do more. To ask if they had anywhere else they could go, to offer to take them back to the college—to do something tangible, but he knew such efforts would be in vain. 
 
    The root of the problem that plagued Froj was far larger than himself. They needed to supply their own food, to tear down the empty buildings and replace them with gardens, hire more hunters—something—anything to get a steady supply of food rolling. But it would take time for such things to happen, time, and little else. 
 
    From the eastern entrance, he heard the rabble of noise grow unusually loud, and the stream of hungry people stopped without warning. He looked for his men stationed by the shattered door, but they were gone. 
 
    Abandoned their posts? Surely not… He called a dog to his side and rushed to the doorway. Outside, the rabble had only increased in numbers, but his men were not preoccupied with keeping the people in place—no, there was a more sinister presence on the horizon, and their eyes were fixed on it with morbid fascination. 
 
    “S-sir!” one of his men needlessly pointed.  
 
    Coming down the main street from the castle, a large squadron of well-armed soldiers dressed in the colors of Froj marched. At their back, was a tall figure riding upon the blackest, darkest, nastiest dire-wolf Nandor had ever seen. Its fur was matted and puffed at the same time. Its ears, pointed back. Its teeth, snarling at anyone in sight.  
 
    Yet it was not the massive wolf that caused Nandor to shudder. It was the man riding it. The tall figure garbed in royal silver and blue. The new lord of Froj. 
 
    Lord Benjfrost. 
 
    He did not look pleased. 
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